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Editorial on the Research Topic

Sustainable career development in the turbulent, boundaryless and

internet age

Introduction

The global economy has been experiencing turmoil because of the turbulent transition

from the free trade regime of the World Trade Organization (WTO) to protectionism

under diverse free trade zones. As the WTO created one global market under borderless

competition, several developed countries have experienced severe economic recession,

and thus, there have been ever-increasing trade conflicts among countries, represented by

that between the US and China. Thus, instead of the free trade illusion, several countries

have entered into bilateral or multilateral free trade agreements to survive the turmoil of

global trade conflicts. During the transition, several countries have experienced economic

depression, resulting in unemployment.

To overcome this major recession with unexpectedly increasing unemployment,

several countries have promoted the venture type of new business, particularly for the

young generation. Owing to various innovations, diverse job and business creations have

arisen from this transition toward the 4th Industrial Revolution in the Internet age. One of

the examples of this internet-supported job creation is short-form video platforms. Such

platforms became a popular means of enhancing the value co-creation between brands and

consumers and creating brand equity, and there are several ways to earn income from this

value creation based on network management (Choi, 2017b). Chen et al. investigated the

role and mechanism of value co-creation generated by consumer participation in short-

form video platforms and found that the user’s participation can boost brand equity and its

resulting values. This value derived from Internet use has led to the era of Web 3.0. Users

no longer just search for information or passively participate in content creation. They

can even earn income from created content, and the brand equity is supported by several

advertisement sponsors who are ready to participate in this value-creation network. Values

from this Internet or human network are The source of sustainable development in the

future. To improve the effectiveness of social media marketing and promotion of martial
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arts, Xie et al. examined the WeChat martial arts group users and

found that social media marketing activities and user experience

had a positive and significant effect on martial arts attitudes and

subjective norms of value.

To determine the governance factors of this value-creation

network in this transitional global economy, this Research Topic

aims to reconstruct the value-creation network from the cracked

boundaryless global market and identify the workable mechanism

supported by the diverse internet revolution. Governance is defined

as a workable mechanism for sustainable performance (Choi,

2017a). This Research Topic contains 25 papers on sustainable

governance under the turbulent global economy on new issues

on the emerging norm, enhanced approaches to the arguments,

and unique insights into the implications and suggestions on the

empirical findings. These papers are based on diverse perspectives

of economy and business, IT engineering, environmental science,

and multicultural geographical science. All contributing research

touches on one of the issues of multidirectional governance but

with unique arguments and challenges. Owing to the provocative

status of this turbulent, transient regime, all the papers in Research

Topic present very proactive and insightful arguments under the

new norm of sustainable job creation in the Internet age.

Workable new issues in the turbulent
internet age

Under the WTO regime, despite the numerous benefits of

borderless competition in the global market, consumers remain

limited by significant trust factors, such as payment and lack of trust

(Lin et al., 2022). To fill this missing link in the global economy,

Research Topic raises several possible questions. To address the

missing link in the mechanism of the “empty busy” behavior

of grassroots cadres, Duan et al. highlighted four-dimensional

paradoxes and that the “empty busy” behavior of grassroots

cadres needs to be corrected from the four-dimensional logic

of incentive, restraint, deep care, and strict control. Particularly,

under the Paris Regime, all countries should make their best

efforts to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from economic

activities. Nonetheless, this environmentally friendly commitment

by government and industries may have several missing links,

resulting in a lack of governance. For example, regarding the

impact of corporate social responsibility (CSR) on green purchase

intention, Tao et al. investigated empirical evidence from green

building industries in Taiwan and found a missing link between

green purchase intention (GPI) and green attitude (GA). To address

this, they emphasized the mediating role of green trust (GT),

implying that the workable mechanism should be based on the

emotional network, even in the process of the mobile revolution.

Thus, when we say that network management is important in the

Internet age, this does not simply mean information sharing or

human relationships in the virtual society. To develop a workable

mechanism from this network, much stronger emotional ties are

necessary, such as the Chinese concept of guanxì (Wang and

Zhao, 2018). Here, Chinese guanxì can be defined as a stepwise

interrelationship to share value from acquaintances via friendly

trust to family loyalty (Choi, 2018).

Therefore, even in the mobile or AI revolution, reliable

emotional sharing is required to create value from this network.

This is the reason some users communicate every minute,

whereas others communicate once a month or year. What makes

this mechanism workable in the network? Several issues are

addressed in this Research Topic. Wan and Cao examined the

psychology of working theory to understand how decent work is

related to employee wellbeing and established that the mediating

effect of survival needs satisfaction was not significant; thus,

social contribution should be based on satisfaction and self-

determination needs (Wan and Cao). Even in an innovation

ecosystem consisting ofmultiple agents and emerging as knowledge

networks, one of the most important factors is not knowledge

searching and sharing, but harmonizing this knowledge with

other partners (Shi and Chen). In this Research Topic, they

focused on the “Orchestrating process” of multi-agent knowledge

ecosystems. Managers of makerspaces, as network managers for

all participating agents, may collaboratively work on profit-sharing

and are generally willing to help makers and startups incubate

products and services. This implies that the creation of value in

this workable network originates from innovation. The traditional

market cannot satisfy all its partners because of its fixed profits; only

a larger “pizza pie” can satisfy all the partners with a larger portion

of their performance.

Therefore, the most important factor for the workable

mechanism originates from this performance of innovation for

all, and this win-win paradigm for network participants can

enhance sustainable performance for all. Based on the educational

virtual community context, Zhao and Shi evaluated the mediation

mechanism of the sense of virtual community affecting user

engagement and its boundary conditions. They found that effective

commitment has a mediating role between the sense of virtual

community and user engagement, whereas perceived support has a

moderating role in the process of effective commitment’s influence

on user engagement (Zhao and Shi). Perceived support by the

network manager derives not from commitment but from the

value-sharing of performance. It is crucial for all partners in

the network to feel that the network is beneficial for all the

partners. Otherwise, the gap between the network manager and all

other partners, such as consumers, users, communities, and local

government, can result in only short-term successful performance.

Therefore, our focus should move to the governance factors

involved in this workable mechanism. Several studies have also

addressed these issues.

Sustainable governance in the
turbulent economy

Free trade under the WTO regime has led to more benefits

for developing countries to increase their exports to the one

integrated global market. Owing to this borderless competition,

China became the “global factory” with the lowest prices in the

global market in the early 2000s. However, the sharp increase

in expertise and its resulting economic development in BRICS

and ASEAN countries contributed to the developed countries

experiencing deep depression in their domestic economy. Impacts

included BREXIT (the UK’s exit from the EU) in Europe, and
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trade conflict between the present and emerging global leaders,

the United States and China, respectively. The so-called winner’s

curse seems to have emerged in this turmoil between emerging

countries and shrinking economies (Thaler, 1988). The global

market has stumbled, and most countries have been experiencing

deep recession. When the developed countries began to loosen

their local financial markets by issuing “helicopter money” with

zero interest rates, the severity of the recession increased. This

money flooded into other developing countries to boost their

property prices, resulting in hyperinflation worldwide. In this

process, the countries must promote innovation challenges to

overcome the turmoil of recession. In particular, environmental

concerns under the Paris Regime have created new challenges

regarding the carbon-zero economy to overcome the global climate

crisis. All these new challenges require a paradigm shift from

traditional efficiency maximization toward value creation for all

partners in the collaborative network through green technology

innovation or the smart ecology revolution. Is this feasible? This

Research Topic considers the major concerns from the perspective

of sustainable governance.

Zhuo et al. studied the impact of brand experience and its

mechanism using data from 508 virtual sports brand communities

and found that value co-creation (i.e., corporate- and customer-

initiated value co-creation) has a positive effect on brand experience

as well as on the purchase intention. They argued that the

goal of the corporation is no longer to create customer value

but to encourage customers to create the value they need from

the services that are provided by the corporate entity. This is

because the brand image supplied by the corporation is just

superficial value for consumers, but invisible, yet perceivable

service quality from the business performance of the corporation

makes them feel loyalty as the sustainable value. This sustainable

loyalty value is important in this turbulent era of a paradigm

shift because it promotes the voluntary participation of all

interested stakeholders to enhance the sustainable performance of

the corporation. Thus, governance comes from the partnership

in the collaborative network because each partner feels their

contribution is valuable for all with sustainable performance. This

partnership is workable not only in traditional manufacturing

industries but also in IT industries. Computational thinking is now

recognized as a foundational competency for students majoring

in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM).

Hsieh et al. examined the integration of tangible robots into

project-based learning (PBL) courses of thinking skills training

to improve the learning performance of students’ computational

thinking ability. Their results revealed that the PBL method

integrated with the teaching material of the robotic visual programs

approach was significantly more effective in improving students’

learning achievements (Hsieh et al.). Partnerships, even with

robotics, can enhance cognitive performance. Therefore, value-

sharing partnerships play a crucial role in promoting governance

even in this turbulent economy.

Conclusion

K-Pop band Blackpink received honoraryMember of the Order

of the British Empire (MBEs) from Britain’s King Charles on

November 11, 2023. According to the UK government, this group

received MBEs in recognition of the members’ role as COP26

Advocates for the United Nations climate summit held in Glasgow

in 2021 (Reuters, 2023). How did this happen? Because we live

in a network society, global climate change is not a concern for

one single economic agent, but for all people worldwide. This

group promoted the cognitive concern on the climate crisis and

the UK government wants to share these cognitive challenges

as well by giving this award. The major role of the group is

not to warn about the climate crisis, however, they are ready to

share this innovative role as a network manager for the global

ecology system. Their readiness to be network managers for

the climate crisis can be a great impetus for people worldwide,

including in the UK. This is the working mechanism of value-

sharing based on network management, as highlighted in this

Research Topic.

This Research Topic contains diverse research on sustainable

governance in this transient, turbulent global economy. The

most important key message on the issues is the partnership

to share the risky responsibility as well as the resulting right

to value-sharing. In the transition era toward the 4th Industrial

Revolution supported by the mobile big bang as well as the

environmentally friendly carbon-zero economy, the traditional

approach to maximize the profits of corporations and/or maximize

the economy with lower inputs and higher outputs is no longer

workable because competitive solutions may hurt one of the

future or potential partners. Innovation is the pressing need to

overcome this traditional paradigm. Unfortunately, innovation

does not originate from geniuses. Group intelligence is more

valuable for innovative solutions for all. Therefore, the partnership

is crucial to promote innovation in sustainable, smart technology

because innovation comprises creative work undertaken on a

systematic basis to increase the stock of knowledge, including

knowledge of humankind, culture, and society, and the use of

this stock of knowledge to devise new applications (Lee et al.,

2020).

Then, who is going to take on the mediating role of this

partnership? The role of networkmanagers as mediators is themost

important, as demonstrated in most of the papers in this Research

Topic. In summary, the role of mediators should be based on three

functions facilitator, collaborator, and one-stop service provider

(Choi, 2018).
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Under turbulent, boundaryless, and Internet age, the characteristics of career

sustainability development have shifted from the perspective of development within the

organization to the career development track of self-efficacy. New employees usually

face the difficult stage of adapting to the new environment and establishing interpersonal

relationships with new colleagues. When new employees enter an organization, they

usually have different implicit followership cognitions. Previous studies have focused on

the treatment of new employees by the organization and the leader, however, the implicit

followership cognitive state of new employees has not been studied specifically. This

research integrates employees’ positive and negative implicit followership, perceived

supervisor support, workplace friendship, and perceived self-efficacy into a research

framework. This study used a questionnaire survey by an online professional survey

website. A total of 394 valid questionnaires were collected. Structural equation model

(SEM) analysis was carried out and according to the results, new employees’ positive

and negative implicit followership significantly affects perceived supervisor support.

Furthermore, perceived supervisor support had a significant impact on perceived self-

efficacy. Moreover, perceived supervisor support was found in a mediating role between

the relationship of implicit followership theories and perceived self-efficacy. Finally,

workplace friendship was found to be a significant moderator in the relationship between

perceived supervisor support and perceived self-efficacy. Based on the research results,

business managers are suggested to pay more attention to new employees’ self-

cognition of their job roles and enhance the self-efficacy of new employees in the

entry stage.

Keywords: implicit followership, positive implicit followership, negative implicit followership, supervisor support,

perceived self-efficacy, workplace friendship
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INTRODUCTION

Under turbulent, boundaryless, and Internet age, new generation
employers are different from the traditional concepts of the
past generations. On the professional track, the characteristics

of career sustainability development have shifted from the
perspective of development within the organization to the
development of self-efficacy. For new employees, self-efficacy
perception can be regarded as employees’ positive psychological
resources, it can motivate individuals to work. How to

enhance employees’ self-efficacy is an important key to career
sustainability development. According to Bargh’s research
(Bargh, 1997), implicit processes such as habits, schemas, and
intuitions will shape individual behavior and attitudes in the

workplace, which means that employees’ cognition–implicit
followership will affect self-efficacy.

Furthermore, the implicit followership theory suggests that
people create individual beliefs regarding the qualities that
characterize followers. These perceptions are kept in the mind
as followership prototypes and are triggered when individuals
cooperate with actual followers (Wang and Peng, 2016).
Follower-focused leadership scholars have shown that the
follower viewpoint enriches considerably to the knowledge of
leader understanding and conduct, the methodology utilized
by leaders to administer information—specifically, their view of
followers—and the establishment of leadership. Though, for the
investigation to be further significant, research on followership
from the viewpoint of the employee must be centered on the
widespread categorization of key tendency models or goal-
oriented standard models (Gao and Wu, 2019). According
to studies, different leaders can build various implicit models
of followers (Shondrick et al., 2010). Implicit followership
theory (IFT) is centered on the concept of social cognition
that gives extra consideration to the cognitive formation
of different followers. Based on the cognitive classification
model, the leader will engage in comparisons between explicit
followerships of the team associates, once the leader’s IFT
is triggered. This comparison will be used to create a
consequent theoretical cognition of the team participants and
implement the consequent behavioral framework corresponding
to this cognition (Afzal et al., 2019; Wang and Liang,
2020). These queries have been tackled by scholars in the
current development of IFT (Shondrick et al., 2010; Sy,
2010; Epitropaki et al., 2013; Junker and van Dick, 2014;
Uhl-Bien et al., 2014; Junker et al., 2016) that includes
individuals’ beliefs regarding the qualities and actions that
describe followers (Sy, 2010). Research scholars discovered
that implicit followership theory includes positive as well as
negative elements (Wang and Liang, 2020). In this study,
we have treated IFT positive dimensions as enthusiasm, good
citizen, and industry whereas, negative dimensions as inactive
and disobedience.

Moreover, in terms of leadership theories, some connections
have been found between implicit followership theory and
perceived supervisor support. Perceived supervisor support (PSS)
has obtained immense interest from researchers as it influences
individuals’ job results (Gentry et al., 2007; Chen and Chiu,

2008). PSS develops self-confidence in workers (Pan et al.,
2011) regarding their skills to carry out their duties at the
organization (Silbert, 2005). In associating implicit followership
theories with followers’ attitudinal and behavioral consequences
in earlier investigations (Sy, 2010), the similarity between implicit
followership theories and views of real followers is generally
accepted; though, the similarity is certainly not immediately
verified. Consequently, these researches disregarded the leaders’
opinions of followers relating to implicit followership theories
in producing attitudinal and behavioral results (Goswami et al.,
2020). Researchers primarily utilize implicit followership theory
in the method of business management, and their study
concentrates on the structure and the impact of implicit
followership theory (Wang and Liang, 2020). Corresponding
to the Pygmalion effect, the leader has great expectations and
encourages and supports those individuals that are engaged
in the model that they are following positively (Whiteley
et al., 2012). This commendable impact is likewise recognized
by other team representatives that achieve the knowledge of
substitution. In this method, the positive physiological and
emotive knowledge of the followers is steadily stimulated and
constantly built toward the model of the follower anticipated
by the leader (Hoption et al., 2015). The team leader’s forming
of the positive follower model supports the team participants
try to attain the qualities and conducts of the positive
followers to accomplish success in careers more certainly.
Implicit followership theory is a novel concept that uncovers
the psychological system of leadership that was created by
western contemporary management scholars based on social
cognition theory. Following the advent of this theory, it has
been studied and accepted by researchers around the globe.
Nevertheless, researchers have not established a comprehensive
hypothetical model for the research of implicit followership
theory. The goal of the present research is to fulfill this
gap by precisely analyzing the association between implicit
followership theories and perceived supervisor support. The
IFT dimension of the congruence also matters, hence, this
research hypothesized that the association between both positive
and negative IFTs and perceived supervisor support will cause
various outcomes.

In addition to perceived supervisor support, this research
also incorporated self-efficacy which is based on a similar
cognitive motivation idea and is related to the fundamental
notion of social cognition theory that was originally projected
by Bandura (1977). Corresponding to this notion, self-efficacy
is a principle of a person’s cognition that primarily indicates a
person’s view and belief in effectively completing a particular
job or several jobs (Bandura, 1977) in addition it can influence
a person’s assessment, choice, and motivation (Tierney and
Farmer, 2002). The theory of self-efficacy additionally states
that experience modifies psychology and conduct via self-
control, and the option of conduct improves the stability of
associated behaviors. This theory combines the emotion and
cognition of an individual. Initiating from the intellectual
aspects, the social motivation of the person is examined.
Bandura (1982) felt that the cause of self-efficacy principally
comprises four dimensions—self-efficacy experience, emotional
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state, verbal encouragement, and, alternate experience. Social
learning theory (Bandura, 1971) might be useful to clarify the
association of perceived supervisor support with self-efficacy.
Bandura (1977) has delivered important efforts concerning
self-efficacy and social learning theory. Bandura indicates that
individuals understand from experiences and build their self-
efficacy. At an organization, the self-efficacy of personnel can
be created once they are operating in a positive working
environment. These positive circumstances can be offered in
the shape of perceived supervisor support (Afzal et al., 2019).
Self-efficacy inspires a determination of self-belief between the
workforce, therefore, they are expected to remain on the job
and confront the challenges. Hence, this research explores
the association between perceived supervisor support and self-
efficacy. Furthermore, this study also proposes and analyzes
the indirect relationship of IFT and self-efficacy through the
mediation of PSS.

This research aims to examine the differences in perceived
supervisor support of new employees that how to be affected
by the employee’s own implicit followership cognition, and
the relationship between this perception and the employee’s
perceived self-efficacy. This research breaks through the
limitations of previous research that focused on positive IFT. In
this study, positive and negative implicit followership theories
are analyzed as separate dimensions of the followers’ conduct.
The negative aspect of implicit followership theories has not
been studied considerably in the past, but they are very crucial
theoretically. For instance, negative experiences and feelings tend
to inflict greater impacts on individuals around a wide variety
of concerns (Goswami et al., 2020). Due to the bad-is-stronger-
than-good principle, it is remarkably essential to investigate
negative as well as positive implicit followership theories. From
the two dimensions of follower’s positive and negative IFTs,
we explore how the difference in employee perception affects
their perceived supervisor support. In addition, according
to the theory of social relations, the formation of one kind
of social relationship will have an impact on another kind
of social relationship (Tse et al., 2008). Therefore, this study
introduced workplace friendship to explore the moderation
effect of workplace friendship between perceived supervisor
support and perceived self-efficacy. This research aims to
examine at least four research gaps. First, it analyzes the impact
of IFT on PSS. Second, it examines the influence of PSS on
self-efficacy. Third, it investigates the indirect mediation effects
of PSS on the association between IFT and self-efficacy. Finally,
it explores the moderation effect of workplace friendship on
the relationship of PSS and PSE. This study attempts to explore
new employees’ self-efficacy from the perspective of followers’
implicit followership. Effective onboarding can increase benefits
by hiring talented employees and increase the utilization of the
hard work spent in recruiting and selecting these employees.
This research mainly discusses the implicit follower of new
employees and explores the results of its impacts. Based on the
theory of social exchange and social relations, combined with
self-efficacy, and perceived supervisory support, this study puts
forward the research framework and related hypotheses.

BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES
DEVELOPMENT

Implicit Followership Theory and Perceived
Supervisor Support
The Implicit Followership Theories (IFTs) were first proposed by
Thomas Sy in 2010 (Sy, 2010). In the past 30 years, the theoretical
circle has established a rich system of Implicit Leadership Theory
(ILT) but there is very little research on implicit followership
theories. As the leadership field gradually stressed the significance
of followers, ILT research was extended to IFTs (Lord et al.,
2020). In an organizational environment, individuals naturally
tend to classify people as leaders or followers. Therefore, Sy
puts forward the concept of opposite to Implicit leadership—
Implicit followership and believes that implicit followership is
the schema and belief of the traits and behavior of followers
(employees) (Sy, 2010). The theory is mainly derived from
implicit theory (Greenwald and Banaji, 1995). That is, over
time, based on long-term accumulated experience, individuals
will form a preconceived cognitive model for the behaviors
and characteristics of the role (leader or employee) in the
organization (Shondrick et al., 2010). Explaining the role of
employees from the perspective of implicit followership, a
cognitive schema is an implicit cognition of the followership,
which cannot be discovered at the conscious level. It is also the
essence of implicit followership theory (Jian and Xiao, 2015). This
implicit cognition may affect individual judgment and behavior.

According to the contents and dimensions of “expected
followership,” the followership cognitive schema is divided into
positive and negative implicit followership. Positive implicit
followership is a cognitive composition about the positive
characteristics of followers. That is a series of expected follower
traits and abstract representations of behavior in the mind, such
as diligence, enthusiasm, and good citizenship. On the other
hand, the negative implicit follower identity is the cognitive
structure of the negative features of the follower. In the mind of
abstract representation, this is a series of follower characteristics
and behaviors, such as incompetence, submission, and rebellion.
Since implicit followership is not as easy to be observed as explicit
behavior, there are some controversies in the measurement of
implicit followership (Epitropaki et al., 2013).

PSS refers to the employees’ overall perception of the
supervisor’s attention to employees’ contribution and concern
for their happiness (Kottke and Sharafinski, 1988). The
characteristics and actions exemplified in implicit followership
theories aid the leader to propose judgments regarding a
principal follower. Furthermore, positive or negative attributes
exhibited will improve or reduce the influence of the dyadic
partner in the affiliation, once corresponding with individual
Implicit followership theory. A study portraying somewhat
similar findings by Engle and Lord (1997) showed that
supervisors usually utilize implicit theories to decide the value of
leader-member exchange. This research paper explicitly indicates
that the more the main follower displays positive characteristics
and activities created in the leader’s positive implicit followership
theories, the more it is expected that the leader will positively
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assess their impact to the association (Sy, 2010; van Gils et al.,
2010).

On the other hand, abused workers account for low life and
job satisfaction (Tepper, 2000; Zellars et al., 2002), and, greater
supervisor- and company-produced eccentricity (Tepper et al.,
2009). Negative implicit followership theories and negative views
of a follower would cause adverse leader actions for instance
abusive supervision (Shondrick et al., 2010). In other words,
similarity among leader’s negative implicit followership theories
and their adverse views of a follower must extract adverse
supervisory activities. In Particular, negative follower actions and
traits such as being impolite and egotistical are extremely prone
to be compatible with negative implicit followership theories.
Moreover, if the negative implicit followership theories of a leader
meet with workers at high results contrasted to if a leader’s
negative implicit followership theories meet with workers at
low results, the leader will treat this follower further adversely
(Goswami et al., 2020).

Regarding the dimensions of perceived superiors’ support,
there are different opinions in the academic circles. First,
the scholars that hold a one-dimensional view regarding the
perceived supervisory support as an independent concept
(Kottke and Sharafinski, 1988). Then, scholars who hold a multi-
dimensional view will divide the perceived supervisor support
into emotional support and instrumental support (Amabile
et al., 2004). Moreover, some scholars argued that PSS is one
of the dimensions of perceived organizational support. It can
be divided into task-oriented support and relationship-oriented
support (Organ et al., 2005). Last, this research mainly focuses
on employees’ perception of supervisor’s support. Therefore,
this study adopts a single-dimensional view of perceived
supervisor support.

Implicit followership is an individual cognition. Studies
have shown that individual cognition affects the perceived
supervisor support (Rui and Wenquan, 2008). Therefore,
employees will also perceive higher levels of supervisor support.
Conversely, employees with negative implicit followership will
affect their perceived supervisor support. New employees
usually lack experience and abilities. They are more sensitive
to the organizational environment and the behavior of their
supervisors. Based on the above discussion, the research
hypothesis can be proposed as follows.

H1: The positive implicit followership of new employees has a
positive significant impact on perceived supervisor support.
H2: The negative implicit followership of new employees has a
negative significant impact on perceived supervisor support.

Perceived Supervisor Support and
Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy is a person’s belief, judgment, or overall control and
attitude about the ability to complete an activity (Bandura, 1977).
People’s motivation, emotional state, and level of action are more
based on their beliefs, rather than objectively based on facts.
Therefore, self-efficacy is the basic prerequisite for individuals
to make behaviors suitable for their environment (Hsu et al.,
2007). Employees with a high level of perceived self-efficacy are

more confident in controlling the external environment. It also
can promote individual initiative and facilitates the completion
of work (Bandura, 1977).

Individual self-efficacy can be enhanced through successful
experience, verbal encouragement, and emotional support
(Bandura, 1977). Studies have shown that employees’ feedback-
seeking has a substantial constructive effect on self-efficacy. Self-
efficacy is found to be positively associated with psychological
and physical welfare. Moreover, supervisor support as a kind of
situational support is also an important source of employees’ self-
efficacy. Once employees have a high degree of PSS, they can
focus on the work process. Thereby, supervisor support would
reduce the anxiety and work pressure of employees. Moreover,
the self-efficacy of employees will be improved (Walumbwa
et al., 2011). Ashforth and Saks (2000) discovered that people
greater in self-efficacy engaged with complicated circumstances
with a problem-centered method. It reduced their situation
of susceptibility and directed them to greater dedication and
job participation. Workers possessing high levels of self-efficacy
are likely to react to adverse feedback with a rise in work
and enthusiasm. Consequently, they are inclined to remain at
their jobs and outshine instead of thinking about leaving the
employment (Afzal et al., 2019).

Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2007) argued on teachers’ self-
efficacy that, control experience is assumed to be the most
powerful source. For individuals who have less experience, other
sources of self-efficacy will play a greater role in early learning.
This research survey of novice teachers and in-service teachers
found that contextual factors such as important interpersonal
support have a more significant impact on the self-efficacy beliefs
of novice teachers. Among experienced teachers, contextual
factors such as interpersonal support have a more significant
influence on their self-efficacy beliefs. The impact is much
smaller. Furthermore, Afzal et al. (2019) surveyed academic
staff in colleges and universities and found that the supervisor’s
sense of support can enhance employees’ self-efficacy and further
improve their work performance.

In summary, because new employees are relatively unfamiliar
with the new working environment, and the content of work
is also due to the differentiation of organizational skills, the
employees have an insufficient sense of the new job experience.
The supervisor usually acts as the agent of the organization and is
in a better position tomake formal decisions concerning resource
allocation and setting priorities between tasks (Škerlavaj et al.,
2014). Therefore, this study believes that the supervisor’s sense of
support will significantly promote the impact of new employees’
self-efficacy in this process. Based on the above discussion, the
following hypotheses are proposed:

H3: New employees’ perceived supervisor support will
positively and significantly affect employees’ perceived
self-efficacy.

Mediating Effect of Perceived Supervisor
Support on IFT and Self-Efficacy
Implicit followership theories are psychologically intellectualized
illustrations and beliefs related to the followers. These beliefs
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become encrypted as cognitive types and are collected in the
memory of the leader (Rosenberg and Jones, 1972; Sternberg,
1985). Additionally, positive IFTs represent beliefs of constructive
characteristics and activities of followers including good citizen,
industry, and enthusiasm, whereas negative IFTs are negative
psychological prospects of leaders, like believing followers to be
inactive and disobedient (Sy, 2010). Research suggests that the
kind of belief held, or psychological model supported influences
the people to react in a way coherent with that belief (Lord
et al., 1984; Engle and Lord, 1997). These characteristics and
activities are collected as a consequence of leaders’ previous
experiences to produce their implicit followership theories. These
implicit followership theories manipulate the leaders’ evaluation
and reaction to their existing followers (Goswami et al., 2020).
Great connections among leaders and followers grow throughout
time by both sides making efforts that are valued by the other
side. Implicit followership theories refer to those significant
contributions anticipated from a worker, in general. Once the
workforce is presumed to drop short of this standard by the
perception of their supervisor, the workforce will believe their
supervisors to participate less, implying a low-quality affiliation.
Followers must, nevertheless, believe their leaders’ view of the
perfect follower to be similar for all the workforce. Consistent
with the overall notion of implicit followership and leadership
theories (Sy, 2010; van Gils et al., 2010), it can be believed that
cognitive representations of the perfect follower are invariant
around a range of employees. This idea is tacitly made in a lot of
the studies on implicit followership theories, stating that only the
actual workers are graded on IFT qualities (Braun et al., 2017).

Since IFTs were proposed, researchers have found that the
perception-behavior link explains the theory well, assuming
that the activation of the implicit followership schema leads to
behavior consistent with the schema (Lord et al., 2020). Research
on the Pygmalion effect or self-fulfilling prophecy of IFTs proves
the perception-behavior link (Whiteley et al., 2012). According to
Bandura (Bandura, 1982), the leader of an organizational team,
who is striving to achieve a positive prototype will motivate
the individuals in his team to adopt the behaviors of positive
followers. As per the Pygmalion effect, the leader will provide
support to the prospective followers, if the followers are found
to be in correspondence with the positive prototype’s based
conducts (Whiteley et al., 2012). The leaders belonging to the
scientific study teams of a university are more likely to create a
comparatively strong teacher-student relation by psychologically
following the specific fondness of the efficient person via the
prototype theory of positive followership in mind. Once implicit
followership theories are formed and triggered, the followers
understand the belief and support from the leader (Wang and
Liang, 2020). This study adopts the employee perspective to
empirically how the IFTs dimension plays a role in the self-
actualization effect, especially for new employees. This kind of
employee does not yet have a complete sense of control over their
work experience in the new workplace environment.

Perceived supervisor support can be a possible cause of
self-efficacy. Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2007) asserted that
experiences are a powerful resource of self-efficacy, whereas for
newcomers organizational sources and interactive assistance as

crucial factors of self-efficacy. Current researches support that
a decent link with advisors can supplement self-efficacy (Day
and Allen, 2004). In managerial situations, efficient supervision
is believed as one of the developing and persuasive sources
(Oentoro et al., 2016). Supervisors have extensive expertise, and
they are properly informed of the demands of subordinates.
Moreover, they have a high understanding of managerial
situations and are responsible for subordinates’ advancement and
performance (Pan et al., 2011). Moreover, innovative abilities and
expertise are assigned by supervisors to their workers (Lankau
and Scandura, 2002). In everyday life, personnel usually obtain
guidance from their supervisor. Bandura (1982) recommends
four factors that boost self-efficacy: enactive command, graphic
patterning, verbal influence, and stimulation. Out of these
aspects, verbal influence is particularly pertinent to PSS. A helpful
supervisor holds a belief in the skills of the subordinate and can
convey this belief in the shape of vocally communicating faith,
admiration, and belief (Tierney and Farmer, 2002). Thus, the
supervisor can persuade the workers of their skills to accomplish
the designated objectives. These opinions are prominent in
producing values of self-efficacy in the workers. Consequently,
perceived supervisor support significantly influences the self-
efficacy of workers (Gibson et al., 2009). It is recommended here
that the greater degrees of self-efficacy formed via supervisor
assistance can assist employees to establish lasting reactions and
have a powerful impact on job fulfillment, dedication, managing
activities, and retirement intuitions (Gruman et al., 2006).

The above assessment suggests that the belief from essential
others in the corporation makes the specific self-cognition that in
turn affects the person’s conduct. Consequently, in this research,
the PSS is deemed as the mediating variable between the implicit
followership theories and self-efficacy.

H4: The perceived supervisor support has a mediating effect
between the positive implicit followership of new employees
and self-efficacy.
H5: The perceived supervisor support has a mediating effect
between the negative implicit followership of new employees
and self-efficacy.

Workplace Friendship
Workplace friendship is the concrete manifestation of friendship
in the workplace. It is the informal interpersonal relationship
that people form in the workplace. Berman et al. defined it as
“a non-exclusive workplace relationship that includes mutual
trust, commitment, reciprocal preferences, and shared interests
or values” (Berman et al., 2002). The concept of workplace
friendship first appeared in 1971. Psychologists put friendship
opportunity as one of the elements of the job characteristic
model (Hackman and Lawler, 1971). In 1995, researchers
turned their research perspective to the intensity and quality
of friendship in the workplace. They proposed the concept
of friendship quality, which further advanced the research on
workplace friendship (Riordan and Griffeth, 1995). Furthermore,
Nielsen et al. (2000) created a workplace friendship scale
based on friendship opportunities and friendship intensity. The
development and improvement of the scale laid a framework for
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discussing workplace friendships in academic research. From an
individual perspective, as an informal interpersonal relationship
in the workplace, workplace friendship will promote mutual
exchanges between colleagues, enhance trust among employees
and providemutual support. Kram and Isabella (1985) elaborated
on the function of colleague friendship more systematically
and believed that workforce friendship can promote individual
career development. However, the negative effects of workplace
friendships also exist. Compared with individuals in colleague
relationships, individuals with workplace friendships are more
likely to experience social and emotional interference from
frequent social interactions, which in turn interferes with their
investment in instrumental goals (Pillemer and Rothbard, 2018).

Specifically, workplace friendship is an intimate partnership
between colleagues developed based on formal work contacts,
with non-exclusive, informal, and personal characteristics. With
a high level of workplace friendship, employees can get more
supportive social resources (Liu et al., 2013). Individuals with
low workplace friendships reflect that the quality of relationships
between individuals and colleagues around them is poor, and they
are more likely to face social pressure from colleagues (Kui et al.,
2018).

Workplace friendship is an informal relationship where
partners invest time and effort to build friendships. It would
bring emotional satisfaction and instrumental support to each
other. Based on the social exchange theory, an individual’s
certain exchange relations will affect the formation of other
exchange relations. Therefore, this study believes that workplace
friendship will moderate the connection between perceived
supervisor support and self-efficacy. Workplace friendship has
the nature of two-way information flow (Mao et al., 2012).
Work-related problems are usually one of the situational factors
that cause workplace friendships (Sias et al., 2003). When
employees have a high level of workplace friendship, adequate
information exchange from colleagues can help employees
reduce their anxiety about uncertainty and challenging work.
Then, it can produce a more positive work mentality under
the perceived supervisor’s support, and stimulate its self-
efficacy. When employees have low-level workplace friendships,
employees are in a relatively isolated state among colleagues,
which increases their perception of risks and costs (Cao and
Zhang, 2020). This counteracts the positive emotional response
brought by the support from the supervisor and reduces their
sense of self-efficacy. Based on this, this article proposes the
following hypotheses:

H6: Workplace friendship has a significant moderating
effect between new employees’ perceived supervisor support
and self-efficacy.

According to the above hypotheses development, we proposed
our research model in Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data Collection
This research mainly takes new employees as the representative
for the sample of this study. New employees are defined as

employees staying at an organization for <3 years. The data
in this questionnaire survey was collected by using the method
of snowballing convenience sampling. The questionnaires were
distributed to qualified recruits around team members, and
these employees were then sent to the recruits around
them for collection. Some of the data were collected by
contacting the corporation’s human resources manager. The
staff of the Resources Department conducted the questionnaire
survey to the company’s new employees. Most of the survey
samples were in various regions of Guangdong Province,
and a few samples were distributed in other provinces. The
questionnaire collection time was from November 20, 2020,
to the end of February 2021. A total of 394 questionnaires
were collected, after removing invalid questionnaires with a
statistical confidence of 95%, the sample size of the total
population was 384 copies. Hence, the sample size of this study
was adequate.

Measurement Instrument
The questionnaire contained the review of the fundamental
participants’ background data and their views of the
study constructs. The background data, containing
gender, education, and age was examined in the first
section of the questionnaire. In the second section of the
questionnaire, the latent variables were calculated by a
Likert seven-point scale ranging from “strongly disagree”
(1) to “strongly agree” (7). The measurement elements
were primarily modified from the earlier experiments. All
items were initially written in Chinese and adjusted for the
survey participants.

First, there were nine items related to newcomers’ positive
implicit followership and six items related to negative implicit
followership. All 15th items were adapted and modified from
Sy (2010), whose scale has good applicability in China.
After that, there were six items about perceived supervisor
support comprising two items from Kottke et al.’s (Kottke
and Sharafinski, 1988) research, and four items from Oldham
and Cummings’s study (Oldham and Cummings, 1996). Then,
perceived self-efficacy was also evaluated by 10 items. All
items were adapted from Schwarzer et al. (1997). This scale
is a revised scale after comparing the German, Spanish
and Chinese versions of the General Self-Efficacy Scale by
Schwarzer et al.

Data Analysis
The findings were handled in two sections comprising
measurement model verification, and structural equation
modeling (SEM) analysis to achieve the appropriate conclusions.
Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988) methodology was used to verify
the measurement model by confirmatory reliability analysis,
convergent validity, and discriminant validity. Subsequently,
based on the research model, the structural equation model
was analyzed, including path analysis and mediation effect
analysis by statistical software AMOS (SPSS Inc., Chicago,
IL, USA).
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical framework.

TABLE 1 | Frequency distribution table.

Variable Value label Frequency Percent

Gender Male 287 72.8

Female 107 27.2

Education College or below 215 54.6

University 152 38.6

Master or above 27 6.9

Length of Service 3 months or below 75 19.0

4–6 months 63 16.0

7–9 months 42 10.7

10–12 months 21 5.3

12–36 months 193 49.0

First Job Yes 233 59.1

No 161 40.9

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistical Analysis
Frequency Distribution
The categorical data elements of the 394 valid questionnaires
included gender, education, length of service, and first job. The
respondents were 27.2% female. Regarding the education level,
the largest group was college and university graduates, which was
93.2%. A total of 233 respondents were at their first jobs, which
was 59.1%. The data are shown in Table 1.

Item Statistical Analysis
Table 2 shows the mean values and standard deviation values of
items associated with each construct. The lowest average score of
all items was 2.954, which was for the measurement item stating

“I don’t seek additional training or experience” of the negative
implicit followership construct. On the other hand, the highest
average score was 6.348, which was related to the measurement
item stating “I am socialized and friendly with others” of the
positive implicit followership. The lowest standard deviation
value of all the items was 0.756 and this item was related to the
positive implicit followership construct.

Convergent and Discriminant Validity
This study assessed the measurement and structural model
adopting the two-phase method of SEM proposed by Anderson
and Gerbing (1988). The first step used Confirmatory Factor
Analysis (CFA) to examine the construct convergent validity
and reliability of the measurement model. Additionally, in the
first phase of SEM analysis, the discriminant validity of the
measurement model was also analyzed. Furthermore, maximum
likelihood estimation (MLE) was implemented to calculate the
factor loadings, convergent validity, and discriminant validity.
Then, the second step tested the path effects and their significance
of the structural model.

Fornell and Larcker (1981) recommended three indexes for
measuring the convergent validity of the measurement elements.
The first one is the measurement of item reliability, whereas, the
second one is to compute the constructs’ composite reliability
(CR), the last step is to analyze the average variance extracted
(AVE). In a construct, composite reliability implies the internal
reliability of each indicator. Items that were not at the threshold
level were removed. Table 3 shows, the standardized factor
loadings of items ranging between 0.624 and 0.942, indicating
all the items fall into a reasonable range and have convergent
validity. All the CR of the constructs ranges between 0.831
and 0.938, hence exceeding the 0.6 thresholds recommended by
Fornell and Larcker (1981) indicating that all constructs have
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TABLE 2 | Mean and standard deviation of items.

Construct Item Mean SD

Positive implicit followership 1. I am continuing to work hard until the work is done. 6.200 0.941

2. I can get all of my work done. 6.046 0.907

3. I can engage in additional work that is not expected from the company. 5.513 1.196

4. I usually show a lot of excitement. 5.680 1.221

5. I am socialized and friendly with others. 6.348 0.787

6. I usually smile, and express positive spirits. 6.183 0.904

7. I support the rules and regulations of my organization. 6.109 1.029

8. I consistently get my work done on time. 6.119 0.896

9. I collaborate well with others. 6.244 0.756

Negative implicit followership 1. I am easily express overconfidence. 3.444 1.637

2. Because of my personality, sometimes I would be impolite or disrespectful. 3.338 1.862

3. I usually disagree with others. 3.320 1.727

4. I would not search for knowledge proactively about the work. 2.881 1.691

5. I often insist on my opinion. 3.964 2.044

6. I am not very interested in additional training or experience at work. 2.954 1.726

Perceived supervisor support 1. My supervisor will help employees solve work-related problems. 5.789 1.200

2. My supervisor encourages employees to develop new skills. 5.954 1.030

3. My supervisor will praise good work performance. 5.891 1.101

4. My supervisor cares about employees’ feelings and thoughts. 5.779 1.242

5. My supervisor cares about my overall satisfaction with the job. 5.794 1.137

6. My supervisor will seriously consider my goals and values. 5.726 1.222

Self-efficacy 1. I can always manage to solve difficult problems if I try hard enough. 5.721 1.189

2. Even if someone opposes me, I can find means and ways to get what I want. 4.746 1.480

3. It is easy for me to insist on my aims and accomplish my goals. 4.607 1.553

4. I am confident that I could deal efficiently with unexpected events. 5.114 1.233

5. With my wisdom, I can deal with emergencies. 4.860 1.245

6. If I make the necessary efforts, I will be able to solve most problems. 5.454 1.107

7. I can face difficulties calmly because I trust my ability to deal with problems. 5.383 1.136

8. When I am confronted with a problem, I can usually find several solutions. 5.343 1.057

9. When in trouble, I can usually think of some ways to deal with it. 5.452 1.036

10. No matter what comes my way, I’m usually able to handle it. 4.997 1.201

Work friendship 1. In my organization, I have the chance to talk informally and visit with others. 5.211 1.276

2. I can work with my coworkers to collectively solve problems. 6.033 0.857

3. I have the opportunity to get to know my coworkers. 5.840 1.010

4. Communication among employees is encouraged by my organization. 5.904 0.981

5. As long as the tasks are completed, my organization allows informal conversations. 5.317 1.267

6. Being able to see my coworkers is one reason why I look forward to my job. 5.226 1.310

7. I think I can trust many colleagues. 5.487 1.219

8. I have the opportunity to develop close friendships at my workplace. 5.591 1.160

9. I can confide in people at work. 5.591 1.118

internal consistency. Lastly, all AVE ranging from 0.584 to 0.717,
exceed 0.5 suggested by Hair (1998) and Fornell and Larcker
(1981). All constructs possess sufficient convergent validity.

Contrasting the square root of the AVE of a provided
construct with the correlations between the construct and the
other constructs is the discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker,
1981). The indicators are further strongly associated with the
construct than the others if the square root of the AVE of
a construct is higher than the off-diagonal elements in the
corresponding rows and columns. As in Table 4, the bold

numbers in the diagonal direction represent the square roots
of AVEs. Because all the numbers in the diagonal direction
are greater than the off-diagonal numbers, discriminant validity
appears to be satisfactory for all constructs.

The present study implemented eight common models of
fit verification methods proposed by Jackson, Gillaspy, and
Purc-Stephenson (Jackson et al., 2009). Moreover, if the sample
size is larger than 200, the Chi-square value can get an
insignificant outcome. Hence, the bootstrap method provides
an alternative way to get a better result. By using Chi-square
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TABLE 3 | Results for the measurement model.

Construct Item Factor loadings Composite reliability Average variance extracted

Positive implicit followership PIF 1 0.865 0.848 0.655

PIF 2 0.942

PIF 3 0.654

PIF 4 0.624

PIF 5 0.877

PIF 6 0.865

PIF 7 0.770

PIF 8 0.856

PIF 9 0.775

Negative implicit followership NIF 1 0.704 0.831 0.624

NIF 2 0.799

NIF 3 0.865

NIF 4 0.924

NIF 5 0.672

NIF 6 0.747

Perceived supervisor support PSS 1 0.729 0.938 0.717

PSS 2 0.794

PSS 3 0.885

PSS 4 0.908

PSS 5 0.886

PSS 6 0.865

Perceived Self-efficacy PSE 1 0.713 0.933 0.584

PSE 2 0.627

PSE 3 0.673

PSE 4 0.857

PSE 5 0.797

PSE 6 0.766

PSE 7 0.816

PSE 8 0.805

PSE 9 0.751

PSE 10 0.805

PIF, Positive implicit followership; NIF, Negative implicit followership; PSS, Perceived supervisor support; PSE, Self-efficacy.

TABLE 4 | The result of discriminant validity analysis.

Construct AVE PSS PSE PIF NIF

PSS 0.717 0.847

PSE 0.584 0.431 0.764

PIF 0.779 0.457 0.197 0.883

NIF 0.751 −0.405 −0.175 −0.224 0.867

The diagonal elements in bold is the square root of AVE. PSS, Perceived supervisor

support; PSE, Self-efficacy; PIF, Positive implicit followership; NIF, Negative implicit

followership.

divided by degree of freedom (DF), the ideal result should
be <3. Furthermore, other criteria provide a more rigorous
standard for model fit verification, as shown in Table 5. For
instance, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation’s
(RMSEA) value should be<0.08, whereas, Comparative Fit Index
(CFI) criteria should be higher than 0.9. The tested results are

shown in Table 5. All the model fit criteria tested fitted the
suggested standards.

Empirical Results
Path Analysis
Table 6 shows the path coefficient analysis for verification
of the causal relationship between variables. Positive implicit
followership (PIF) (β = 0.374, p < 0.05) and negative implicit
followership (NIF) (β=−0.326, p< 0.05) significantly impact on
perceived supervisor support (PSS), therefore hypotheses 1 and
2 are supported. Perceived supervisor support (PSS) (β = 0.430,
p < 0.05) significantly impacts self-efficacy (PSE), supporting
hypothesis 3 of the research study.

Indirect Effect Analysis
Empirical studies considered utilizing bootstrapping mediation
analysis is better than the B-K (Barron and Kenny’s) approach or
product of coefficient when evaluating indirect/mediation effects
(MacKinnon et al., 2004; Williams and MacKinnon, 2008).

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 75992018

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Zhang and Wang Implicit Followership Toward Self-Effificacy

TABLE 5 | Model fit verification.

Model fit Criteria Model fit of the research

model

χ2 The small the better 558.438

DF The large the better 425

Normed Chi-sqr (χ2/DF) 1< χ2/DF<3 1.315

RMSEA <0.08 0.028

TLI (NNFI) >0.9 0.983

CFI >0.9 0.984

GFI >0.9 0.938

AGFI >0.9 0.925

χ2, Chi-square; DF, Degree of Freedom; RMSEA, Root Mean Square Error of

Approximation; TLI (NNFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (Non-Normed Fit Index); CFI, Comparative

Fit Index; GFI, Goodness of Fit Index; AGFI, Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index.

TABLE 6 | Path analysis.

DV IV Unstd S.E. Unstd./S.E. p-value Std. R2

PSS PIF 0.570 0.092 6.214 0.000 0.374 0.299

NIF −0.389 0.077 −5.065 0.000 −0.326

PSE PSS 0.415 0.055 7.523 0.000 0.430 0.185

PSS, Perceived supervisor support; PSE, Self-efficacy; PIF, Positive implicit followership;

NIF, Negative implicit followership.

TABLE 7 | Indirect effect analysis.

Hypotheses Path coefficients T-values P-values

H4: PIF→ PSS→ PSE 0.314 3.056 0.002

H5: NIF→ PSS→ PSE −0.152 −3.912 0.000

PSS, Perceived supervisor support; PSE, Self-efficacy; PIF, Positive implicit followership;

NIF, Negative implicit followership.

Because the assumption of the normalized distribution of
indirect effect can be ignored in the analysis, using bootstrapping
mediation analysis has the advantage over the other two
methods. When bootstrapping, the product coefficient of a
and b is estimated for each sampling with replacement. The
distribution of the product of a and b derives standard errors and
confidence intervals. Five thousand times of sampling processes
are recommended, 1,000 times at least (Hayes, 2009). Because
bootstrapping mediation analysis can provide confidential
intervals to examine the indirect effects, it is better than the other
mediation testing methods. One of the preferable bootstrapping
mediation analysis methods is bias-corrected bootstrapping
(Briggs, 2006).

As shown in Table 7, the indirect effect PIFT→ PSS→ PSE,
and NIFT→ PSS→ PSE were supported.

Moderation Effect Analysis
Moderator (Mo) is an external variable, also called the
interference variable, which can affect the relationship between
the independent variable (X) and the dependent variable (Y).

TABLE 8 | Moderator effects analysis.

DV IV Estimate S.E. Z-Value p-value

PSE PSS 0.038 0.045 0.856 0.392

WF 0.197 0.021 9.526 0.000

PSS*WF 0.020 0.008 2.380 0.017

The relationship between the independent variable (X) and
the dependent variable (Y) is usually determined by its slope.
The moderator will affect the slope, the direction, and/or the
strength of the relationship between the predictor variable and
the criterion variable (Baron and Kenny, 1986).Moderator can be
a categorical variable (e.g., age, gender, education), quantitative
variable (e.g., satisfaction), latent variable (e.g., attitude), or
observed variable (e.g., height, weight) (Busemeyer and Jones,
1983). Before the moderator can be introduced, the difference
in the relationship between the independent variable (X) and the
dependent variable (Y) must be computed.

Assuming linear relationships exist among independent
variables, dependent variables, and the moderators, the
moderating effect is computed by multiplying the independent
variable and moderator (Busemeyer and Jones, 1983). If the
multiplication of the independent variable and moderator has a
significant impact on the dependent variable, moderating effect
exists. Work friendship (WF) is a moderator in our proposed
model. As shown in Table 8, the moderating effect of PSS∗WF
to PSE is 0.020 (z =|2.380|>1.96, p = 0.017). Since p<0.05,
moderating effect exists (as shown in Table 8). For every 1 unit of
the moderator (WF), the slope of PS to EF will increase by 0.020.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This research attempts to explore its influence mechanism on
new employees’ self-efficacy from the perspective of followers’
implicit followership. Effective onboarding can increase benefits
by hiring talented employees and increase the utilization of the
hard work spent in recruiting and selecting these employees
(Smart, 2012). If implicit Followership is observed In the early
stage of employees’ career development, the new employee’s
work personality is not fixed. They are sensitive to the
new environment. Therefore, the environment would impact
new employees greater. The previous research believed that
employees’ lack of self-confidence and ability keep them from
actively showing relevant behaviors (Haslam and Platow, 2001). If
new employees can effectively improve their self-efficacy during
the phase of onboarding of the organization, it will help eliminate
the anxiety of new employees entering the organization and
improve their work attitudes and behaviors (Gruman et al., 2006).

The research results show that the followers’ positive implicit
followership has a positive impact on the perceived supervisor
support. On the other hand, the followers’ negative implicit
followership has a negative impact on the perceived supervisor
support. This research result is similar to the research of Yang
et al. (2020). Furthermore, similar research was conducted by
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Gao and Wu (2019) to study the association between IFT and
employees’ career success in 12 large corporations of China.
In their study, they used social exchange theory and cognitive
information processing theory to study the major research
constructs. According to the results of their study, IFT was
significantly related to employee’s success. The survey data
of this research shows that the average number of positive
implicit followership items is 6.049, which is the highest
among all dimensions. The average number of negative implicit
followership items is 3.317, which is the lowest among all facets.
It proved that most of the new employees have a relatively
positive implicit followership cognition. This positive implicit
followership cognition guided employees to implement active
socialization strategies, thereby reducing the uncertainty of the
new environment. Furthermore, one of the negative implicit
followership items mentioned “It usually takes a long time to
clarify the content of the work.” The standard deviation of the
item reaches 2.044, which is the highest of all items. It indicated
that the new employees have a great difference in opinions on this
item. The reason may be that some new employees lack relevant
work experience and skills. So, they spend more time in the new
environment to complete the work. Other new employees didn’t
take long to clarify their work. They can quickly integrate into
the new environment through observation and learning, acquire
work-related skills, find the focus of the work, and complete the
work in a short time.

In the analysis of the influence path of implicit followership
on perceived supervisor support, the regression unstandardized
coefficient of positive implicit followership is 0.570, and
the regression unstandardized coefficient of negative implicit
followership is −0.389. It shows that both positive implicit
followership and negative implicit followership effects are strong.
However, they are in the opposite direction, thus confirming the
hypothesis of this study. The reason for analyzing this conclusion
may be: when followers hold positive implicit followership, they
believe that they should have a positive attitude and enthusiasm
for work. This positive emotion makes them more optimistic
in the organization and easier to explain the behavior of others
from a positive perspective. On the contrary, when followers hold
negative implicit followership, the followers think that things
outside of work have nothing to do with them. It does not
matter if the relationship with others is unfriendly. This negative
emotion makes it easy for individuals to misunderstand and
prejudice others.

Moreover, the perceived supervisor support has a significant
positive effect on self-efficacy. This result is the same as
the previous studies. For example, Afzal et al. (2019) found
that the employee’s perceived supervisor support positively
affected employees’ perception of self-efficacy, and the perceived
supervisor support enhanced employees’ confidence in their
ability to complete work in the workplace. A recent study
conducted in various organizations of China utilized self-efficacy
as amoderator to analyze the relationship of perceived supervisor
support for strengths use (PSSSU) and the original employee
strengths use. According to the results, self-efficacy was found
to positively moderate the relationship between PSSSU and
strengths use. Moreover, it was also inferred that self-efficacy

impacts the employees’ perceived supervisor support for strength
use and their actual strength use (Ding and Yu, 2020). Then,
one of the perceived supervisor support items, "My supervisor
encourages employees to develop new skills,” has the highest
average score at 5.954, which shows that new employees can feel
encouraged by their supervisors. Furthermore, supervisors are
concerned more about new employees’ work skills learning.

According to the results of this study, PSS has a mediation
effect on the relationship between IFT and PSE. The results of
this study are somewhat similar to a study conducted by Van
Woerkom and Kroon (2020), according to their study PSS was
used as a mediator between the relationship of performance
appraisal and motivation to improve (MTI) performance. This
study also examined the indirect moderation effect of workplace
friendship on a relationship between PSS and PSE. The results
indicated significant moderation effects of workplace friendship
on the relationship. The results of this study are somewhat similar
to the study conducted by Yu et al. (2021). They also used
workplace friendship as a moderator. According to their results,
workplace friendship was found to have significant moderation
effects between the relationship of job insecurity and negative
emotions, as well as job insecurity and extra-role behavior.

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

This research mainly discusses the implicit follower of new
employees and explores the results of its impacts. Based on the
theory of social exchange and social relations, combined with
self-efficacy, and perceived supervisory support, this study puts
forward the research framework and related hypotheses.

For individuals, entering a new company to work requires
recruits to demonstrate their job role abilities in a relatively
short time and integrate into the organization’s social network
(Thomas and Meglich, 2019). But the speed and effectiveness of
this socialization process depend on individual characteristics
and organizational factors. Employees’ positive implicit
followership determines the state in which employees will
integrate into the organization’s work. Establishing a relationship
with a direct supervisor has been proved to be a key active
adjustment behavior in the socialization process of new
employees (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2011). Therefore, it is very
crucial to understand the influence of new employees’ implicit
followership perception on perceived supervisor behavior.

PRACTICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

The onboarding of new employees is a very critical event in
their careers (Thomas and Meglich, 2019). Studies have shown
that the employee turnover rate is the greatest in the initial
few months of employment (Smith et al., 2012). According to
the results of this study, it is suggested that the organization’s
socialization policy for new employees should be promoted in the
following three directions, to enhance the perceived self-efficacy
of new employees.
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Guide Employees to Establish Positive
Implicit Followership Cognition
From the present study, the new employees’ positive implicit
followership cognition would positively impact their perception
of supervisor support. Then, when a new employee has
negative implicit followership, the cognition negatively affects
his perceived supervisor support. Therefore, when hiring new
employees, organizations should try their best to recruit
employees with positive implicit followership cognition. Even if
they do not have the corresponding special skills, for the time
being, they would have better self-expectations to strengthen
their self-efficacy. In addition, after new employees are hired,
through training and publicity, employees are guided to cultivate
positive employee traits and behaviors. More importantly,
employees must internalize these traits and behaviors as their
perception of the follower role.

Provide Multi-Faceted Support for New
Employees
The study found that the perceived supervisor support can
effectively improve the self-efficacy of new employees. New
employees may have less prejudice against specific supervisors
than their long-term followers in the organization (Seele and
Eberl, 2020). The supportive behaviors are more likely to be
perceived by new employees. When individuals feel that their
supervisors are supporting them at work, they would be capable
of getting help in adversity (Kossek et al., 2011). Therefore,
this study suggests that the company can provide support
to the new employees in two ways. On the one hand, the
organization provides more supportive policy assistance to new
employees. Because the supervisor usually acts as the agent of
the organization, the organization’s support for employees will
be regarded by the employees as the support of the supervisor,
thereby enhancing their self-efficacy. On the other hand, the
supervisors should create a supportive leadership atmosphere as
much as possible. Since the supervisors have special resources
and powers in the company, they usually have a broader vision
than employees. Therefore, it is recommended that supervisors
give new employees more attention and help to improve
their self-efficacy.

Create an Atmosphere of Communication
Between Employees
This study has proved that high-level workplace friendship
can enhance the positive impact of new employees’ supervisor
support on self-efficacy. The low-level workplace friendships

would weaken the positive impact of supervisor support on self-
efficacy. Feldman (1981) believed that group integration is one
of the core elements for new employees for their socialization.
New employees work with colleagues, trust each other, and solve
work problems together are effective ways to incorporate into
the organization. Therefore, it is recommended that business
managers encourage employees to communicate with each other,
create a harmonious atmosphere for communication, and help
employees establish workplace friendships.

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS

This research mainly takes new employees <3 years as the
survey object for sampling. First, this study used a single
dimension of supervisor support measurement. However, some
studies have shown that the perceived supervisor support
has multiple dimensions. Supervisors may provide emotional
support and instrumental support in the workplace. Perceived
supervisor support (PSS) was used as an individual construct
in this study, hence for a complete and detailed investigation,
future researchers are advised to use a multi-dimensional PSS
construct and add several attitudinal and cognitive antecedents
of PSS for future potential research. Therefore, future studies
can take multi-dimensional supervisor support instruments.
Secondly, this study uses cross-sectional data for research design
instead of longitudinal research, which can produce time-
oriented perspective results. Therefore, it is recommended that
future researchers use the longitudinal intertemporal design for
research. In addition, the subject of this research is mainly in
Guangdong Province of China. Future research may select a wide
range of subjects from other areas for research. Furthermore,
China is an emerging country, therefore future researchers can
target developed countries and compare the results.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

WZ and X-JW contributed to research design, performed the
sample collection, data analysis, conducted the research design,
and wrote the manuscript. All authors have read and approved
the final manuscript.

REFERENCES

Afzal, S., Arshad, M., Saleem, S., and Farooq, O. (2019). The impact

of perceived supervisor support on employees’ turnover intention and

task performance: mediation of self-efficacy. J. Manage. Develop. 2019:76.

doi: 10.1108/JMD-03-2019-0076

Amabile, T. M., Schatzel, E. A., Moneta, G. B., and Kramer, S. J. (2004). Leader

behaviors and the work environment for creativity: perceived leader support.

Leadersh. Q. 15, 5–32. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2003.12.003

Anderson, J. C., and Gerbing, D. W. (1988). Structural equation

modeling in practice: a review and recommended two-step

approach. Psychol. Bull. 103:411. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.10

3.3.411

Ashforth, B. E., and Saks, A. M. (2000). Personal control in organizations:

a longitudinal investigation with newcomers. Hum. Relat. 53, 311–339.

doi: 10.1177/0018726700533002

Bandura, A. (1971). Vicarious and self-reinforcement processes. Nat.

Reinforcem. 5:228278.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 12 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 75992021

https://doi.org/10.1108/JMD-03-2019-0076
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2003.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.103.3.411
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726700533002
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Zhang and Wang Implicit Followership Toward Self-Effificacy

Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: toward a unifying theory of behavioral change.

Psychol. Rev. 84:191. doi: 10.1037/0033-295X.84.2.191

Bandura, A. (1982). The assessment and predictive generality of self-

percepts of efficacy. J. Behav. Ther. Exp. Psychiatry 13, 195–199.

doi: 10.1016/0005-7916(82)90004-0

Bargh, J. A. (1997). “The automaticity of everyday life,” in The Automaticity

of Everyday Life: Advances in Social Cognition, eds R. S. Wyer (Mahwah,

NJ: Erlbaum),1–61.

Baron, R. M., and Kenny, D. A. (1986). The moderator–mediator

variable distinction in social psychological research: Conceptual,

strategic, and statistical considerations. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 51:1173.

doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173

Berman, E. M.,West, J. P., and Richter, J., Maurice, N. (2002).Workplace relations:

Friendship patterns and consequences (according to managers). Public Adm.

Rev. 62, 217–230. doi: 10.1111/0033-3352.00172

Braun, S., Stegmann, S., Hernandez Bark, A. S., Junker, N. M., and van Dick,

R. (2017). Think manager—think male, think follower—think female: Gender

bias in implicit followership theories. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 47, 377–388.

doi: 10.1111/jasp.12445

Briggs, N. E. (2006). Estimation of the standard error and confidence interval of the

indirect effect in multiple mediator models: The Ohio State University.

Busemeyer, J. R., and Jones, L. E. (1983). Analysis of multiplicative combination

rules when the causal variables are measured with error. Psychol. Bull. 93:549.

doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.93.3.549

Cao, F., and Zhang, H. (2020). Workplace friendship, psychological safety and

innovative behavior in China: a moderated-mediationmodel.ChineseManage.t

Stud. 2019:334. doi: 10.1108/CMS-09-2019-0334

Chen, C.-C., and Chiu, S.-F. (2008). An integrative model linking supervisor

support and organizational citizenship behavior. J. Bus. Psychol. 23, 1–10.

doi: 10.1007/s10869-008-9084-y

Day, R., and Allen, T. D. (2004). The relationship between career motivation

and self-efficacy with protégé career success. J. Vocat. Behav. 64, 72–91.

doi: 10.1016/S0001-8791(03)00036-8

Ding, H., and Yu, E. (2020). How and when does perceived supervisor

support for strengths use influence employee strengths use? the roles

of positive affect and self-efficacy. J. Psychol. Africa 30, 384–389.

doi: 10.1080/14330237.2020.1821307

Engle, E. M., and Lord, R. G. (1997). Implicit theories, self-schemas, and leader-

member exchange. Acad. Manage. J. 40, 988–1010. doi: 10.2307/256956

Epitropaki, O., Sy, T., Martin, R., Tram-Quon, S., and Topakas, A.

(2013). Implicit Leadership and Followership Theories “in the wild”:

taking stock of information-processing approaches to leadership and

followership in organizational settings. Leadersh. Q. 24, 858–881.

doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.10.005

Feldman, D. C. (1981). The multiple socialization of organization members. Acad.

Manage. Rev. 6, 309–318. doi: 10.5465/amr.1981.4287859

Fornell, C., and Larcker, D. F. (1981). Evaluating structural equation models

with unobservable variables and measurement error. J. Market. Res. 18, 39–50.

doi: 10.1177/002224378101800104

Gao, P., and Wu, W. (2019). Effect of leaders’ implicit followership theory

on subordinates’ career success. Soc. Behav. Person. Int. J. 47, 1–14.

doi: 10.2224/sbp.7180

Gentry, W. A., Kuhnert, K. W., Mondore, S. P., and Page, E. E. (2007). The

influence of supervisory-support climate and unemployment rate on part-

time employee retention: a multilevel analysis. J. Manage. Develop. 26:312.

doi: 10.1108/02621710710833432

Gibson, J. A., Grey, I. M., and Hastings, R. P. (2009). Supervisor support as

a predictor of burnout and therapeutic self-efficacy in therapists working

in ABA schools. J. Autism Dev. Disord. 39:1024. doi: 10.1007/s10803-009-

0709-4

Goswami, A., Park, H. I., and Beehr, T. A. (2020). Does the congruence between

leaders’ implicit followership theories and their perceptions of actual Followers

matter? J. Bus. Psychol. 35, 519–538. doi: 10.1007/s10869-019-09638-7

Greenwald, A. G., and Banaji, M. R. (1995). Implicit social cognition: attitudes, self-

esteem, and stereotypes. Psychol. Rev. 102:4. doi: 10.1037/0033-295X.102.1.4

Gruman, J. A., Saks, A. M., and Zweig, D. I. (2006). Organizational socialization

tactics and newcomer proactive behaviors: an integrative study. J. Vocat. Behav.

69, 90–104. doi: 10.1016/j.jvb.2006.03.001

Hackman, J. R., and Lawler, E. E. (1971). Employee reactions to job characteristics.

J. Appl. Psychol. 55:259. doi: 10.1037/h0031152

Hair, A. (1998). Tatham and black, multivariate data analysis. Prentice Hall, Upper

Saddle River.

Haslam, S. A., and Platow, M. J. (2001). The link between leadership and

followership: how affirming social identity translates vision into action. Pers.

Soc. Psychol. Bull. 27, 1469–1479. doi: 10.1177/01461672012711008

Hayes, A. F. (2009). Beyond Baron and Kenny: Statistical mediation

analysis in the new millennium. Commun. Monogr. 76, 408–420.

doi: 10.1080/03637750903310360

Hoption, C., Christie, A., and Barling, J. (2015). Submitting to the follower label.

Zeitschrift für Psychologie.

Hsu, M.-H., Ju, T. L., Yen, C.-H., and Chang, C.-M. (2007). Knowledge

sharing behavior in virtual communities: the relationship between trust, self-

efficacy, and outcome expectations. Int. J. Hum. Comput. Stud. 65, 153–169.

doi: 10.1016/j.ijhcs.2006.09.003

Jackson, D. L., Gillaspy Jr, J. A., and Purc-Stephenson, R. (2009). Reporting

practices in confirmatory factor analysis: an overview and some

recommendations. Psychol. Methods 14:6. doi: 10.1037/a0014694

Jian, P., and Xiao, W. (2015). Followership schemas: Conceptualization and model

construction. J. Psychol. Sci. 7:812. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00812

Junker, N. M., Stegmann, S., Braun, S., and Van Dick, R. (2016). The ideal and

the counter-ideal follower–advancing implicit followership theories. Leader.

Organiz. Develop. J. 22:85. doi: 10.1108/LODJ-04-2015-0085

Junker, N. M., and van Dick, R. (2014). Implicit theories in organizational settings:

a systematic review and research agenda of implicit leadership and followership

theories. Leadersh. Q. 25, 1154–1173. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2014.09.002

Kammeyer-Mueller, J. D., Livingston, B. A., and Liao, H. (2011). Perceived

similarity, proactive adjustment, and organizational socialization. J. Vocat.

Behav. 78, 225–236. doi: 10.1016/j.jvb.2010.09.012

Kossek, E. E., Pichler, S., Bodner, T., and Hammer, L. B. (2011). Workplace social

support and work–family conflict: a meta-analysis clarifying the influence of

general and work–family-specific supervisor and organizational support. Pers.

Psychol. 64, 289–313. doi: 10.1111/j.1744-6570.2011.01211.x

Kottke, J. L., and Sharafinski, C. E. (1988). Measuring perceived supervisory

and organizational support. Educ. Psychol. Meas. 48, 1075–1079.

doi: 10.1177/0013164488484024

Kram, K. E., and Isabella, L. A. (1985). Mentoring alternatives: The role of

peer relationships in career development. Acad. Manage. J. 28, 110–132.

doi: 10.2307/256064

Kui, Y., Jianmin, S., Kaili, Z., and Leni, C. (2018). The effect of workplace friendship

on voice behavior: a moderated mediation model.Manage. Rev. 30:132.

Lankau, M. J., and Scandura, T. A. (2002). An investigation of personal learning

in mentoring relationships: Content, antecedents, and consequences. Acad.

Manage. J. 45, 779–790. doi: 10.2307/3069311

Liu, J., Kwan, H. K., Fu, P. P., and Mao, Y. (2013). Ethical leadership and job

performance in China: the roles of workplace friendships and traditionality.

J. Occup. Organ. Psychol. 86, 564–584. doi: 10.1111/joop.12027

Lord, R. G., Epitropaki, O., Foti, R. J., and Hansbrough, T. K. (2020). Implicit

leadership theories, implicit followership theories, and dynamic processing of

leadership information. Ann. Rev. Organiz. Psychol. Organiz. Behav. 7, 49–74.

doi: 10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-012119-045434

Lord, R. G., Foti, R. J., and De Vader, C. L. (1984). A test of leadership

categorization theory: internal structure, information processing, and

leadership perceptions. Organ. Behav. Hum. Perform. 34, 343–378.

doi: 10.1016/0030-5073(84)90043-6

MacKinnon, D. P., Lockwood, C. M., and Williams, J. (2004). Confidence limits

for the indirect effect: distribution of the product and resampling methods.

Multivariate Behav. Res. 39, 99–128. doi: 10.1207/s15327906mbr3901_4

Mao, H.-Y., Hsieh, A.-T., and Chen, C.-Y. (2012). The relationship between

workplace friendship and perceived job significance. J. Manage. Organiz. 18,

247–262. doi: 10.5172/jmo.2012.18.2.247

Nielsen, I. K., Jex, S. M., and Adams, G. A. (2000). Development and validation of

scores on a two-dimensional workplace friendship scale. Educ. Psychol. Meas.

60, 628–643. doi: 10.1177/00131640021970655

Oentoro, W., Popaitoon, P., and Kongchan, A. (2016). Perceived supervisory

support and service recovery performance: the moderating role of personality

traits. Asia-Pacific J. Bus. Administr. 11:94. doi: 10.1108/APJBA-11-2015-0094

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 13 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 75992022

https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.84.2.191
https://doi.org/10.1016/0005-7916(82)90004-0
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.6.1173
https://doi.org/10.1111/0033-3352.00172
https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12445
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.93.3.549
https://doi.org/10.1108/CMS-09-2019-0334
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-008-9084-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0001-8791(03)00036-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2020.1821307
https://doi.org/10.2307/256956
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.10.005
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.1981.4287859
https://doi.org/10.1177/002224378101800104
https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.7180
https://doi.org/10.1108/02621710710833432
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-009-0709-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-019-09638-7
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.102.1.4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2006.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0031152
https://doi.org/10.1177/01461672012711008
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637750903310360
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhcs.2006.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0014694
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00812
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-04-2015-0085
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2014.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2010.09.012
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.2011.01211.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013164488484024
https://doi.org/10.2307/256064
https://doi.org/10.2307/3069311
https://doi.org/10.1111/joop.12027
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-012119-045434
https://doi.org/10.1016/0030-5073(84)90043-6
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327906mbr3901_4
https://doi.org/10.5172/jmo.2012.18.2.247
https://doi.org/10.1177/00131640021970655
https://doi.org/10.1108/APJBA-11-2015-0094
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Zhang and Wang Implicit Followership Toward Self-Effificacy

Oldham, G. R., and Cummings, A. (1996). Employee creativity: Personal and

contextual factors at work. Acad. Manage. J. 39, 607–634. doi: 10.5465/256657

Organ, D. W., Podsakoff, P. M., and MacKenzie, S. B. (2005). Organizational

citizenship behavior: Its nature, antecedents, and consequences. New York, NY:

Sage Publications.

Pan, W., Sun, L.-Y., and Chow, I. H. S. (2011). The impact of supervisory

mentoring on personal learning and career outcomes: the dual

moderating effect of self-efficacy. J. Vocat. Behav. 78, 264–273.

doi: 10.1016/j.jvb.2010.05.001

Pillemer, J., and Rothbard, N. P. (2018). Friends without benefits: Understanding

the dark sides of workplace friendship. Acad. Manage. Rev. 43, 635–660.

doi: 10.5465/amr.2016.0309

Riordan, C. M., and Griffeth, R. W. (1995). The opportunity for friendship

in the workplace: an underexplored construct. J. Bus. Psychol. 10, 141–154.

doi: 10.1007/BF02249575

Rosenberg, S., and Jones, R. (1972). A method for investigating and representing

a person’s implicit theory of personality: Theodore Dreiser’s view of people. J.

Pers. Soc. Psychol. 22:372. doi: 10.1037/h0032891

Rui, L., andWenquan, L. (2008). Research on perceived supervisor support: review

and prospect. Adv. Psychol. Sci. 16, 340.

Schwarzer, R., Bäßler, J., Kwiatek, P., Schröder, K., and Zhang, J. X. (1997). The

assessment of optimistic self-beliefs: comparison of the German, Spanish, and

Chinese versions of the general self-efficacy scale. Appl. Psychol. 46, 69–88.

doi: 10.1111/j.1464-0597.1997.tb01096.x

Seele, H., and Eberl, P. (2020). Newcomers’ reactions to unfulfilled leadership

expectations: an attribution theory approach. Euro. Manage. J. 38, 763–776.

doi: 10.1016/j.emj.2020.02.007

Shondrick, S. J., Dinh, J. E., and Lord, R. G. (2010). Developments in

implicit leadership theory and cognitive science: applications to improving

measurement and understanding alternatives to hierarchical leadership.

Leadersh. Q. 21, 959–978. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2010.10.004

Sias, P. M., Smith, G., and Avdeyeva, T. (2003). Sex and sex-composition

differences and similarities in peer workplace friendship development.

Commun. Stud. 54, 322–340. doi: 10.1080/10510970309363289

Silbert, L. (2005). The effect of tangible rewards on perceived organizational support.

Waterloo: University of Waterloo.

Škerlavaj, M., Cerne, M., and Dysvik, A. (2014). I get by with a little help

from my supervisor: creative-idea generation, idea implementation,

and perceived supervisor support. Leadersh. Q. 25, 987–1000.

doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2014.05.003

Smart, B. D. (2012). Topgrading: the proven hiring and promoting method that

turbocharges company performance. Portfolio.

Smith, L. G., Amiot, C. E., Callan, V. J., Terry, D. J., and Smith, J. R. (2012).

Getting new staff to stay: the mediating role of organizational identification.

Br. J. Manage. 23, 45–64. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8551.2010.00728.x

Sternberg, R. J. (1985). Implicit theories of intelligence, creativity, and wisdom. J.

Pers. Soc. Psychol. 49:607. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.49.3.607

Sy, T. (2010). What do you think of followers? examining the content, structure,

and consequences of implicit followership theories. Organiz. Behav. Hum.

Decis. Processes 113, 73–84. doi: 10.1016/j.obhdp.2010.06.001

Tepper, B. J. (2000). Consequences of abusive supervision. Acad. Manage. J.

43, 178–190. doi: 10.2307/1556375

Tepper, B. J., Carr, J. C., Breaux, D. M., Geider, S., Hu, C., and Hua, W. (2009).

Abusive supervision, intentions to quit, and employees’ workplace deviance: a

power/dependence analysis. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 109, 156–167.

doi: 10.1016/j.obhdp.2009.03.004

Thomas, B. J., and Meglich, P. (2019). Justifying new employees’ trials by fire:

workplace hazing. Person. Rev. 2018:25. doi: 10.1108/PR-01-2018-0025

Tierney, P., and Farmer, S. M. (2002). Creative self-efficacy: Its potential

antecedents and relationship to creative performance. Acad. Manage. J. 45,

1137–1148. doi: 10.2307/3069429

Tschannen-Moran, M., and Hoy, A. W. (2007). The differential antecedents of

self-efficacy beliefs of novice and experienced teachers. Teach. Teach. Educ. 23,

944–956. doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2006.05.003

Tse, H., Dasborough, M. T., and Ashkanasy, N. M. (2008). A multi-level analysis

of team climate and interpersonal exchange relationships at work. Leadersh. Q.

19, 195–211. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2008.01.005

Uhl-Bien, M., Riggio, R. E., Lowe, K. B., and Carsten, M. K. (2014).

Followership theory: a review and research agenda. Leadersh. Q. 25, 83–104.

doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.11.007

van Gils,∗, S., van Quaquebeke,∗, N., and van Knippenberg, D. (2010). The

X-factor: On the relevance of implicit leadership and followership theories

for leader–member exchange agreement. Eur. J. Work Organiz. Psychol. 19,

333–363. doi: 10.1080/13594320902978458

Van Woerkom, M., and Kroon, B. (2020). The effect of strengths-based

performance appraisal on perceived supervisor support and the motivation to

improve performance. Front. Psychol. 11:1883. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01883

Walumbwa, F. O., Mayer, D. M., Wang, P., Wang, H., Workman, K.,

and Christensen, A. L. (2011). Linking ethical leadership to employee

performance: the roles of leader–member exchange, self-efficacy, and

organizational identification. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 115, 204–213.

doi: 10.1016/j.obhdp.2010.11.002

Wang, L., and Liang, X. (2020). The Influence of leaders’ positive and implicit

followership theory of university scientific research teams on individual

creativity: the mediating effect of individual self-cognition and the moderating

effect of proactive personality. Sustainability 12:2507. doi: 10.3390/su12062507

Wang, X., and Peng, J. (2016). The effect of implicit–explicit followership

congruence on benevolent leadership: evidence from chinese family firms.

Front. Psychol. 7:812.

Whiteley, P., Sy, T., and Johnson, S. K. (2012). Leaders’ conceptions of followers:

implications for naturally occurring Pygmalion effects. Leadersh. Q. 23,

822–834. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2012.03.006

Williams, J., and MacKinnon, D. P. (2008). Resampling and distribution of the

product methods for testing indirect effects in complex models. Struct. Eq.

Model. Multidisciplin. J. 15, 23–51. doi: 10.1080/10705510701758166

Yang, Y., Shi, W., Zhang, B., Song, Y., and Xu, D. (2020). Implicit followership

theories from the perspective of followers. Leader. Organiz. Develop. J. 05:225.

doi: 10.1108/LODJ-05-2019-0225

Yu, S., Liu, S., and Wu, N. (2021). Job insecurity and employees’ extra-role

behaviors: moderated mediation model of negative emotions and workplace

friendship. Front. Psychol. 12:969. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.631062

Zellars, K. L., Tepper, B. J., and Duffy, M. K. (2002). Abusive supervision and

subordinates’ organizational citizenship behavior. J. Appl. Psychol. 87:1068.

doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.87.6.1068

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the

absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a

potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors

and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of

the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in

this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or

endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2021 Zhang and Wang. This is an open-access article distributed

under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use,

distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original

author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication

in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use,

distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 14 October 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 75992023

https://doi.org/10.5465/256657
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2010.05.001
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2016.0309
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02249575
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0032891
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.1997.tb01096.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2020.02.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2010.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510970309363289
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2014.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8551.2010.00728.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.49.3.607
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2010.06.001
https://doi.org/10.2307/1556375
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2009.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1108/PR-01-2018-0025
https://doi.org/10.2307/3069429
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2006.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2008.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.11.007
https://doi.org/10.1080/13594320902978458
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01883
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2010.11.002
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12062507
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2012.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/10705510701758166
https://doi.org/10.1108/LODJ-05-2019-0225
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.631062
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.87.6.1068
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-760774 October 8, 2021 Time: 16:29 # 1

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 14 October 2021

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.760774

Edited by:
Shih-Chih Chen,

National Kaohsiung University
of Science and Technology, Taiwan

Reviewed by:
Lei Liu,

Jiangxi University of Science
and Technology, China

Din Jong,
Chung Hwa University of Medical

Technology, Taiwan

*Correspondence:
Maosheng Yang

17113180@bjtu.edu.cn

Specialty section:
This article was submitted to

Organizational Psychology,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 18 August 2021
Accepted: 06 September 2021

Published: 14 October 2021

Citation:
Wang Q, Yang M and Zhang W
(2021) Accessing the Influence

of Perceived Value on Social
Attachment: Developing Country

Perspective.
Front. Psychol. 12:760774.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.760774

Accessing the Influence of Perceived
Value on Social Attachment:
Developing Country Perspective
Qingqing Wang, Maosheng Yang* and Wensong Zhang

School of Economics and Management, Beijing Jiaotong University, Beijing, China

Perceived value has a positive impact on users’ social attachment in social media
usage contexts and is a topic at the forefront of current research in consumer behavior.
Although studies have begun to investigate the factors influencing social attachment,
there is a lack of research on how perceived value affects social attachment. Therefore,
this study uses privacy concern theory, to build a theoretical model with moderated
and mediation roles, using Chinese Tik Tok users as data and survey sample, and
applying Mplus7.0 to analyze the mediation mechanism and boundary conditions of
the relationship between perceived value and social attachment through the structural
equation model. In Study 1, data were collected from 600 Tik Tok users to verify the
mediating role of the sense of belonging in perceived value and social attachment
relationship. The users participating in the questionnaire survey were mainly from
mainland China. In Study 2, two waves of data were collected from 500 Tik Tok
users to verify the mediating role of the sense of belonging, and support part of the
moderating role of privacy concern. However, except that the relationship between
information value and social attachment is inhibited by privacy concern, the relationship
between entertainment and social value and social attachment is not regulated by
privacy concern. This research examines the practical effects of perceived value in the
context of social media use, reveals the internal mechanism of the impact of perceived
value on social attachment, and provides a reference for the innovative management
and commercial practice of social media.
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INTRODUCTION

The new wave of information technology revolution has given rise to the flourishing of social media,
making social media a sustainable activity in which everyone can participate (Skoric et al., 2016;
Hogan and Strasburger, 2018). On one hand, with the improvement of people’s material living
standards and the maturity of communication technologies such as the Internet, the number of
social media options available to users continues to grow and their voice in the market gradually
increases (Christmas, 2021). On the other hand, the rapid increase in market demand and the
stimulation of the technological revolution dividend have resulted in more intense competition
for social media (Irwin et al., 2021), leading to the emergence of similar social media APPs in the
market, which have sprung up in the lives of the public. This means that competition is driving
social media platforms to consider how to meet the needs of their users and to increase their value
as the starting point of their business in order to obtain sustainable development. Further research
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shows that spatial distance and physical separation are weakened
in the context of social media use, and that users gain a
variety of perceived values such as emotional, informational and
entertainment value (Wang and Huang, 2017; Gomez-Galan and
Martinez-Lopez, 2020). At this point, perceived value serves as a
stimulating element that allows users’ needs to be continuously
satisfied, thus forming a sustainable usage behavior pattern
dominated by social attachment. Clearly, in the face of increasing
competition, enhancing the perceived value of users is a key
issue in attracting and retaining users to promote the sustainable
development of social media. The present study focuses on the
following aspects of the relationship between perceived value and
social attachment.

Firstly, in the context of social media usage, perceived
value refers to the user’s overall preference and comprehensive
evaluation of the goods or services involved in a video based
on existing subjective impressions when viewing the video on a
mobile short video social application (Wang and Huang, 2017).
A higher degree of perceived value indicates that users get more
pleasure and satisfaction in their interactions with others through
self-expression and presentation in the process of using social
media, thus establishing a good emotional connection with social
media (Hsu and Lin, 2016). It has been argued that perceived
value essentially reflects users’ subjective perceptions of the
specific value that using social media brings to them (Wang and
Huang, 2017; Casalo and Romero, 2019) and plays an important
role in the formation of affective attachments (Li and Gao, 2019).
Thus, social attachment may be influenced by perceived value,
which produces specific satisfaction of various needs of the user,
which in turn influences the user’s perception of social media; and
treats the self as part of social media, and with the continuous
satisfaction of individual perception, the user develops emotional
attachment to social media and continuously invests time, energy
and even money in social media. This investment ultimately
strengthens the bond between the user and the social media,
creating a sense of closeness and dependency, which in turn leads
to a strong long-term connection (Yang et al., 2021a).

Secondly, previous research suggests that a sense of belonging
is a necessary condition and a prerequisite for continued use
of social media (Duffett, 2020; Chen et al., 2021; Yang et al.,
2021b). So, does the perceived value inspired by users’ use of
social media affect their social attachment through the mediating
effect of belongingness? Belonging theory suggests that the
users’ emotional value gaining self-expression and care from
others through social media application platforms will strengthen
the emotional connection between users and social media, the
essence of which is that users want to be recognized and accepted
by social media, making users feel the value of their existence
in the virtual society (Hsu and Lin, 2016). This increases users’
reliance on and satisfaction with social media, which in turn
enhances their sense of identity and belonging to social media,
laying a positive impact on their emotional use of social media.
Related studies have also found that users’ perceived value
does affect social attachment between users and social media
through the mediating effect of belongingness brought about
by using social media (Yang et al., 2021b). Thus, the perceived
value inspired by social media use may lead to an indirect

positive effect on users’ social attachments through the mediating
effect of belonging.

In addition, in the context of social media usage, individuals
are concerned about who has access to their private information
and how this information will be used. The exact attitudes and
behaviors of users when confronted with privacy concern also
depend on their awareness of privacy protection (Tsai et al.,
2017). For example, users will abandon the use of social media
once they believe that the scope and extent of their access and the
use of personal information exceed their permitted risk tolerance
threshold (Tang et al., 2019). As can be seen, users’ privacy
concern in social contexts are extremely important, as they help
to reduce the likelihood of personal privacy information leakage,
reduce the possible negative impact of personal information
leakage, and enhance privacy protection, which has become an
indispensable moderating variable in big data era. Therefore,
based on privacy concern theory, this study proposes that
privacy plays a moderating role in the “perceived value-social
attachment” relationship (Ayaburi and Treku, 2020).

Despite these valuable results, there are few studies in current
literature that have explored and examined the mechanisms and
boundary conditions underlying the effects of perceived value on
social attachment: First, what effect does perceived value have on
social attachment? What are the mediating mechanisms through
which this influence is transmitted? Second, does this mediating
mechanism show different patterns of action in different
management contexts? Third, most previous studies have taken
social media in developed western countries as a sample, and
there is a lack of research on the factors influencing the perceived
value of social media in China. Although these inferences can
be drawn from both practical and theoretical perspectives, the
deeper theoretical logic remains to be explored, and the pathways
through which perceived value works remain to be explored.

To this end, this study constructs a theoretical model of the
impact of perceived value on social attachment in the context
of the use of social media. The social media Tik Tok is used as
the research object, and its mass users are targeted as effective
samples. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) is applied to
explore how the different modes of perceived value lay down
a driving effect of social attachment, under the mediation of
the sense of belonging and the moderation of privacy concern.
Through in-depth exploration of its internal theoretical logic
and influence mechanism, it will provide practical guidance
mechanism formed by social attachment in the social context,
and provide theoretical support to the role factors contributing
in the formation of users’ social attachment.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION AND
HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

Theoretical Foundation on Privacy
Concern
With the increasing use of the Internet, social networks and
other forms of information sharing, the concern for privacy has
gradually become the focus of many studies and discussions. In
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the existing literature, privacy is defined as “an anxiety about
personal privacy” (Yun et al., 2019). Another definition describes
it as “concern about controlling the acquisition and subsequent
use of personal information” (Tan et al., 2012). Throughout the
development of social media, researchers paid special attention
to privacy issues in social media (Fogel and Nehmad, 2020). Some
researchers tried to evaluate the impact of information disclosure
and privacy options of social media on user privacy control.
Acquisti et al. (2006) conducted a survey of more than 4,000
Facebook users to study the patterns of information disclosure in
online social networks and their impact on privacy. The survey
results show that although students’ privacy may be attacked in
many ways, only a small percentage of students have changed
their privacy preferences. As to the reason of the shortage of social
media privacy control, Choon (2018) believe that the privacy
options provided by social media do not provide users with
the required flexibility to deal with conflicts with friends with
different privacy concepts. The study proves that there is often
a disconnection between users’ desire to protect privacy and
their privacy control behavior. This phenomenon is called privacy
paradox (Chung et al., 2021).

Despite the growing interest in research on privacy concern in
social media, there is little information and empirical evidence
on how privacy concern affects the acceptance of social media
(Dienlin and Trepte, 2015). In fact, when users have stronger
privacy concern about social media, they are more likely to
inhibit the frequency of usage, which undermines the likelihood
of continued usage. Therefore, this study aims to explore the
impact of social media users’ persistence intention from the
perspective of privacy concern, in order to understand the
boundary conditions of privacy concern on users’ persistence
in using social media, and to provide valuable references for
social media developers to design their products and develop
marketing strategies, so as to provide more effective services to
social media users.

Hypothesis Development
Perceived Value and Social Attachment
Perceived value, a concept based on consumers’ subjective
impressions, reflects their evaluation of the perceived benefits and
losses of a kind of good or service (Petrulaitiene and Jylha, 2015).
However, unlike the graphic information in traditional virtual
social environment, the video information in the social media
context makes the value perceived by users more intuitive, rich
and real, so that users can express their emotional connection
with the social media platform in various forms, such as likes,
comments and retweets, etc. Therefore, based on the social media
usage context, social value, entertainment value and information
value are generally used to represent perceived value (Yang et al.,
2021b). The perceived value accumulated in this relationship is
seen as an extension of the self and has a significant impact
on social attachment. As perceived value increases, so does the
emotional connection users have to social media (Li and Gao,
2019). This is because the emotional connection created by the
interaction between the user and the social media in the context
of social media use satisfies the user’s need for perceived value,

creating perceptions, memories and a sense of belonging, which
leads to a social attachment to the social media (Yang et al.,
2021b). Thus, in the context of social media use, perceived
value makes users attach to the social media. Specifically, the
three perceived values of social value, entertainment value and
information value in the context of social media use have an
impact on users’ social attachment.

Firstly, social values are mainly the subjective feelings that
individuals have about satisfying their self-esteem and enhancing
their social identity, reflecting the importance they attach to their
self-image and their expectations of social identity (Petrulaitiene
and Jylha, 2015). In the context of social media use, when users
feel the need to respond positively to positive interactions, they
may feel guilty if they fail to respond effectively, and will therefore
respond positively through interactions in order to gain approval
and get attention from others. This psychological commitment
drives users to perceive that they are needed, which in turn leads
to social attachment to social media.

Secondly, entertainment value refers to individuals finding
interesting contents to spend their free time on and to interact
with friends for pleasure (Lee et al., 2014). The study of Jin et al.
(2019) finds that entertainment value can effectively influence
the occurrence of attachment in intimate relationships and has
a specific impact on their behavior in virtual socialization, and
that the long-term interactive behavior engaged in between users
and virtual communities can satisfy users’ need for emotional
pleasure and stimulate positive emotions, fondness and passion,
etc., toward that virtual platform. Thus the long-term interactions
between users and virtual communities can satisfy users’ need
for emotional pleasure, stimulate positive emotions, love and
passion, and thus create attachment to the virtual platform (Jin
X. L. et al., 2021). It can be seen that in the context of social media
use, social attachment is formed by factors such as the user’s
entertainment value to be satisfied, and has a specific impact on
their individual behavior.

Thirdly, information value indicates the degree of practical
convenience that users bring to themselves through their use of
social media. Users can find news and other information to keep
them informed and to enhance their relevant skills that interest
them from social media platforms (Cheung et al., 2014), which
in turn generate positive emotions or feelings. Users are able
to access more valuable and relevant information in a timely
manner, and can share the activities they participate in on the
social media platform through functions such as commenting
and retweeting, and the level of convenience in accessing the
information value (Wang et al., 2017; Jin Y. et al., 2021). The
higher the actual level of convenience perceived by users and the
greater the information value obtained, the higher the level of
attachment of users to social media.

Based on the above reasoning, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1a: Users’ social value is positively related to
social attachment.
Hypothesis 1b: Users’ entertainment value is positively
related to social attachment.
Hypothesis 1c: Users’ information value is positively related
to social attachment.
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Perceived Value and Sense of Belonging
Research has shown that the perceived value of social media users
has a significant effect on their sense of belonging (Tirukkovalluri
et al., 2020). Davis (2015) examined the relationship between
belongingness and perceived value based on social and behavior
theoretical perspectives in a study on the willingness and
behavior of sustained engagement on social networking sites.
The study was conducted on Facebook and data was collected
from 403 Jordanian undergraduate and postgraduate students
through a questionnaire, and the extended theory was tested
using statistical analysis, which showed a significant effect of
perceived value on belongingness (Al-Debei et al., 2013). Al-
Debei et al. (2013)’s study further found that a sense of
belonging facilitates users’ continued use behavior. Building on
Al-Debei et al. (2013)’ s study, Zhang et al. (2017) examined
the effects of direct and indirect network externalities on
users’ perceived value (including social value, information value,
emotional value and hedonic value), sense of belonging and
persistence intention based on a survey of WeChat users,
using structural equation modeling to analyze the data. The
results confirmed the mediating role of belongingness in the
influence of perceived value on persistence intentions. It can be
seen that users’ perceived value has an influential role in the
sense of belonging.

A sense of belonging reflects an individual’s experience of
participating in an environment, an experience that makes the
individual feel integral to that environment, a feeling that arises
from the influence of the external environment on the individual,
and the individual’s behavior in the external environment is a
result of that influence (An and Liu, 2014; Gao et al., 2017).
Belongingness has been extensively studied in both physical and
online virtual environments (Zhao et al., 2012). However, unlike
traditional virtual community usage contexts, this study focuses
on the contexts of social media use and explores the emotional
responses of perceived value affecting the emotional bond
between users and social media. There are multidimensional
content characteristics of users’ perceived value in social media
use contexts. In summary, users’ perceived value contains social
value, entertainment value and information value, etc., and the
higher the degree of perceived value during usage, the stronger
the users’ sense of belonging to the social media (Hsu and Lin,
2016; Yang et al., 2021b).

First, social value refers to a subjective evaluation and feeling
of individuals toward social media, and reflects not only a
certain value attribute inherent in the social media itself, but
also a user’s self-perception of the social media (Zhang et al.,
2017). In the process of social media use, when the perceived
social value is strong, users focus more on learning about other
users’ behavior and develop herding behavior, and stronger sense
of identification and belongingness to social media use driven
by herding behavior (Balakrishnan and Shamim, 2013; Kim
and Lee, 2016). Therefore, individuals’ identification with other
individuals is enhanced under the effect of herding behavior,
which consequently leads to an increase in the degree of
belongingness of individuals (Yang et al., 2021b). Therefore,
the social value of users has a significant impact on their
sense of belonging.

Second, in today’s society, the use of social media has
become a priority which enables users to gain physical and
mental relaxation and increases the entertainment value of
their social situations (Wang and Huang, 2017). Therefore, in
the process of human-computer interaction, the individual is
also able to experience leisure and entertainment in the real
environment, which makes the users comfortable and satisfied
as if there is no real-life interpersonal communication and
interaction at stake (Jarman et al., 2021). When users are
immersed in a social media use context, good entertainment
value is generated (Li and Gao, 2019; Yang et al., 2021b).
Entertainment value can give users a sense of presence and
enhance their entertainment experience during the use of social
media. Therefore, users’ entertainment value has a significant
impact on their sense of belonging.

Third, the information value not only helps individuals better
perceive the presence of others involved in short video topics, but
also allows them to obtain or gather more information through
the perception of others’ presence (Yin and Li, 2017). Individuals
can further master or enrich their self-understanding of the
required knowledge and skills through the relevant information,
enabling users to make more accurate judgments about the
information and knowledge of the short video itself and other
situations, which can enhance their sense of belonging to the
social media platform (Yang et al., 2021b). According to relevant
research in social psychology, individuals choose to trust and
accept the influence of others by observing the way people with
intimate relationships behave and by choosing to trust and accept
others (Walker, 2020). Therefore, users improve their knowledge
of social media and the wealth of information it provides through
intimate behaviors between users, thereby enhancing their sense
of belonging. It can be seen that the information value has a
significant impact on users’ sense of belonging.

Based on the above statements, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2a: Users’ social value is positively related to
sense of belonging.
Hypothesis 2b: Users’ entertainment value is positively
related to sense of belonging.
Hypothesis 2c: Users’ information value is positively related
to sense of belonging.

Sense of Belonging and Social Attachment
In the study of social media, belongingness can be defined as
the engagement with and perception of social media (Chai and
Kim, 2012). It reflects the user’s attachment to the social media
(Lin et al., 2014) and describes well the psychological states
experienced by social media users or their emotional responses to
social media during interpersonal interactions (Guo et al., 2016).
Research has highlighted the important role of belongingness in
the context of social media use (Zhao et al., 2012; Lin et al., 2014).
Chai and Kim (2012) found that a sense of belonging positively
influenced individuals’ knowledge sharing behaviors on social
media, and Lin (2008) found that belongingness predicted loyalty
among online social media members, and Chou et al. (2016)
found that social media users’ sense of belonging positively
influenced knowledge contribution behaviors and citizenship
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behaviors on virtual platforms, and Lin et al. (2014) found that a
sense of belonging was an important indicator of users’ continued
use of social media.

Some studies have shown that with the popularity of
the Internet and the development of information technology,
social media has become a major tool for users to make
friends, chat and disseminate information online, and virtual
socializing has become a major lifestyle for the public, satisfying
individuals’ needs for social interaction (Osatuyi, 2013), with
higher controllability for users (Gao et al., 2017), and in a
more convenient form. In this context, although the masses
are superficially becoming more friendly and more engaged,
the spiritual level of interaction and communication between
individuals is gradually decreasing and users are becoming
emotionally distant from each other. This partly explains why
more and more individuals are seeking a sense of belonging
in social media and finding new objects of attachment through
interpersonal interactions in social media platforms (Duffett,
2020; Yang et al., 2021b). Currently, new social relationships are
being regrouped around social media as a result of information
technology, reconfiguring new social relationships and focus of
life between people. The tendency and trend of weakening the
real life of the masses, offline social and interactive relationships
are weakened by virtual social and interactive connections,
individuals need to communicate with each other and reconstruct
their self-identity through social media and in the process
forming attachments to social media (Ifinedo, 2016). Users who
have formed a strong sense of belonging to social media will feel
empty and lonely staying away from social media, and need to
express their existence value and emotional relationship through
a sense of “belonging” as a ritual. This is why research has found
that users with a strong attachment to social media want to
be recognized and accepted by the social media, making them
become part of the social media platform, which is essentially
a sense of belonging to the social media (Hsu and Lin, 2016).
Belongingness enhances the social attachment between the social
media and the users, allowing them to immerse themselves in this
virtual environment without being aware of it, thus creating a
social attachment to the social media (Yang et al., 2021b).

The relationship between users’ sense of belonging and social
attachment has been examined through data from the perspective
of empirical studies. Related studies by foreign scholars point out
that users with a higher sense of belonging are more willing to
maintain various types of social relationships on social platforms
and have a higher level of attachment to social platforms (Lee
et al., 2013). Users can interact, communicate and exchange with
others through social media platforms, expressing themselves,
seeking care, support, recognition and sympathy in virtual social
interaction, thus stimulating a sense of belonging to the social
media, which in turn has a positive effect on users’ social
attachment to the social media (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Lee
et al. (2013)’s study also shows that users’ sense of belonging can,
to some extent, indicate their level of emotional response to social
platform use, and that this behavior tendency to reflect the level
of emotion can lead users to reach an attachment relationship
to the social platform. The implication of this is that there is
a relationship between an individual’ s sense of belonging and

the attachment feelings of social media users. This view has
been further tested and supported by domestic scholars. Taking
the popular short-video social media in China as the research
object, Yang et al. (2021a) explore the relationship between users’
perceived value and their attachment to the social media and find
that users’ sense of belonging has a significant positive effect on
their attachment, and the stronger the degree of belonging of
short-video social media users, the stronger their attachment to
the continued use of short-video social media. Therefore, it is
known that the user’s sense of belonging in the context of social
media use can have an influential effect on social attachment.

Based on the above reasoning, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 3: Users’ sense of belonging is positively related
to social attachment.

Mediating Role of Sense of Belonging
Based on the above analysis of the effect of perceived value on
the sense of belonging, it is clear that users’ perceived value is
conducive to their sense of belonging. Also, based on the above
analysis of the effect of belonging on social attachment, it can
be seen that users’ sense of belonging can positively influence
their social attachment. Therefore, it can be inferred that users’
sense of belonging plays an important mediating role in the
relationship between perceived value and social attachment.
It has been found empirically that perceived value positively
influences the attachment relationship between users and social
media through the mediating role of belongingness, and that
the higher the degree of perceived value, the stronger the users’
social attachment (Yang et al., 2021b). Belonging theory suggests
that individuals have a strong need of belongingness (Baumeister
and Leary, 1995) and therefore users are motivated to engage in
interpersonal interactions to satisfy their need to belong in social
media contexts. The use of social media creates a convenient,
immediate and fast interaction environment for the public,
and the entertainment, informational and functional values that
users derive from their interactions positively influence their
satisfaction and engagement with the social media, which in
turn influences and enhances their sense of belonging to the
social media. In other words, users satisfy their need for a sense
of belonging through perceived value. An individually fulfilling
sense of belonging can lead to positive emotions (Baumeister
and Leary, 1995), enhance users’ stickiness and attachment to
social media (Kim and Lee, 2016), and promote strong social
attachment to social media during interactions. Belongingness
reflects the psychological state of users in the context of social
media use (e.g., joy, emotion and happiness) and the social
attachment they develop to the social media. It is evident
that belongingness, as an emotional connection and emotional
affiliation created in the use of social media, connects the user’s
perceived value and social attachment. Further research finds that
when users perceive great benefits from social media in the course
of using it, its social, entertainment and information values can
satisfy their need for belongingness (Mwencha et al., 2014),
which in turn enhances and promotes their social attachment
(Kim and Han, 2009).
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First, social values facilitate the development of social
relationships between users during the use of social media, and
high levels of social values help to strengthen emotional bonds
between users and are predictable in reducing and alleviating
individuals’ feelings of loneliness, thereby increasing their sense
of belonging and attachment to social media. Clearly, social
value is also an important antecedent factor influencing the
continued usage of social media by users. On one hand, studies
on herding behavior have argued that belonging is a major
reason for individual herding, and in social media use contexts,
the social value generated by users’ interpersonal interactions
through social media platforms under the influence of herding
behavior enhances their sense of belonging to social media
and has a positive impact on their social and usage behavior
(Balakrishnan and Shamim, 2013). On the other hand, the
recognition users receive from others on social media, such as
likes, positive comments, retweets and video downloads inspires
their confidence in continued use and creates social attachment
to the social media through a sense of belonging. Thus, perceived
value positively influences the attachment relationship between
users and social media through the mediation of a sense of
belonging. In other words, the sense of belonging plays an
important mediating role in the relationship between social
values and social attachment.

Second, entertainment value can immerse users in the context
of social media use, and acquiring entertainment value in the
process reflects a clear willingness to continue using social
media, i.e., users have a stronger sense of belonging to social
media (Petrulaitiene and Jylha, 2015). As an integral dimension
of user perceived value in the context of social media use,
entertainment value is the ability of users to enhance their
positive emotions, which in turn influences their outward
behavior and performance. Therefore, entertainment value helps
to improve the users physically and mentally, enhances the
emotional bond between the users and the social media, and
promotes the formation of a sense of belonging to the social
media (Gefen and Straub, 2004). In addition, the immersion
that comes with entertainment value helps to increase the
engagement and perception of social media by willing users, i.e.,
it enhances users’ sense of belonging to the social media, which
in turn enhances the efficiency and meaningfulness of users’
communication, allowing for a rich feedback and emotional
experience, and then a great sense of attachment (Koufaris, 2002).
It can be seen that user entertainment value has a significant
effect on belongingness, which in turn has a significant effect
on social attachment. Thus, belongingness plays a connecting
role in the relationship between users’ entertainment value
and social attachment. In other words, the sense of belonging
mediates the relationship between users’ entertainment value and
social attachment.

Third, information value is one of the most basic perceived
values that users acquire in the process of using social media
(Zhao and Zhou, 2017). In the context of social media
use, information value refers to maximizing users’ access to
knowledge or information they need at minimal cost (Cheung
et al., 2014). On one hand, users’ efficient and timely search
for knowledge or information reflects their need to access to

information. This efficient need influences users’ positive attitude
and behavior intentions, which can promote a strong sense
of belonging to the social media. Furthermore, the sense of
belonging itself reflects the extent to which users understand
the purpose and willingness to use social media (Sit and Birch,
2014). On the other hand, it has been suggested that a sense of
belonging is an important factor influencing users’ use of social
media, and that users with a strong level of belongingness will
enhance their positive evaluation of and trust in social media,
thus further contributing to their sense of attachment to social
media (Wang and Huang, 2017). And Yen (2012)’s research
shows that when users perceive the information value to be
more useful, they develop a greater sense of belonging to the
social media, increase the reliability of the information source,
and in turn strengthen their social attachment by increasing
their level of belongingness. Thus, information value positively
influences social attachment through the mediating role of
belongingness. In other words, belongingness plays an important
mediating role in the relationship between information value and
social attachment.

Based on the above analysis, it is clear that perceived value has
a significant effect on belongingness in the context of social media
use, which in turn has a significant effect on social attachment.
It can be seen that sense of belonging plays a connecting role
in the relationship between users’ perceived value and social
attachment. Therefore, sense of belonging can be found to play an
important mediating role in the relationship between perceived
value and social attachment.

In view of this, the following hypothesis is proposed in this
study:

Hypothesis 4a: Users’ sense of belonging plays a mediating
role between users’ social value and social attachment.
Hypothesis 4b: Users’ sense of belonging plays a
mediating role between users’ entertainment value
and social attachment.
Hypothesis 4c: Users’ sense of belonging plays a
mediating role between users’ information value and
social attachment.

Moderating Role of Privacy Concern
Privacy concern is an individual’s awareness and assessment of
the risks associated with the invasion of privacy (Tan et al.,
2012; Peng et al., 2018; Chung et al., 2021). Cho et al. (2019)
state that privacy concern occurs and is stimulated in specific
contexts, and that individuals’ privacy concern is most prominent
in situations where personal interests are at stake. Specifically,
when an individual’s level of privacy concern is high, he or
she will worry about the negative consequences of his or her
privacy, which causes the individual to restrain his or her
behavior, such as inhibiting the individual from uploading work
on social media platforms and discussing issues with other
users (Schomakers et al., 2019). Conversely, individuals are more
willing to express themselves, demonstrate expertise, and share
knowledge in virtual environments when their privacy concern
is weak. In the study of virtual contexts, privacy concern plays
an important role in the behavior of individuals in the context
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(Li et al., 2019), and empirical research on privacy concern is
becoming a focus and topical issue for scholars (Jin X. L. et al.,
2021). Although it has been suggested that perceived value, which
measures users’ perceived preference and overall evaluation of
social media, affects users’ social attachment (Mikulincer and
Shaver, 2007; Yang et al., 2021b), social attachment between users
and social media can be strong or weak, and only strong perceived
values are associated with strong emotional, fond and passionate
attachments (Bowlby, 1982). This means that the prediction
of attachment maintenance between users and social media is
confounded by other factors, and the moderating role of privacy
concern draws sufficient attention to this. In particular, with the
increasing use of social media for information sharing, the extent
to which users are concerned about privacy directly affects the
extent to which perceived value is related to attachment to social
interaction. Therefore, this study further explores the moderating
role of individual differences in privacy concern in the context
of social media use, based on an examination of the influence of
perceived value on social attachment.

Increased privacy concern negatively moderates the
relationship between perceived value and social attachment
(Mahmoodi et al., 2018; Punj, 2019). Research has found that
the effect of user perceived value on social attachment in social
media use contexts is not necessarily negatively moderated by
privacy concern (Peters et al., 2015). This may be due to the
fact that as users’ perceived value increases, the benefits (i.e.,
perceived value) they gain in terms of entertainment, social
relationship capital, and emotional support are higher than
the risks associated with privacy disclosure, thus somewhat
attenuating or ignoring the negative effects of users’ privacy
concern (Xu et al., 2019), so the impact of perceived value on
social attachment is not weakened by privacy concern. The
impact of perceived value on social attachment is not reduced by
the weakening of privacy concern. In other words, users’ lack of
awareness of privacy protection results in their privacy concern
not playing a negative moderating role in relationships where
perceived value influenced social attachment. Regarding the lack
of privacy protection for social media users, relevant studies have
provided an explanation, and Kehr et al. (2015) argue that the
increase in users’ perceived value drives them to be too positive

and optimistic about the benefits brought by using social media,
thus interfering with their final judgment, which leads them to
underestimate the risk of privacy leakage. Therefore, although
users are aware of the privacy leakage problem in social media,
they still continue to choose to use the social media based on
the positive influence of perceived value (Li et al., 2018), i.e., the
influence of users’ perceived value on social attachment fails to
be moderated by the negative effect of privacy concern.

However, it has also been suggested that for those individuals
who focus on privacy concern, their privacy concern can
diminish the role of perceived value in influencing social
attachment. For example, Muhammad et al. (2018), in evaluating
the impact of social media disclosure and privacy options on
users’ privacy control, find that users choose to discontinue
sharing personal information on social platforms due to concerns
about the potential disclosure of private information, as they are
more concerned about the inconvenience of privacy disclosure in
their lives, which in turn negatively moderates users’ perceived
value. Wang et al. (2020) argued that privacy concerns become
more serious as individuals become more concerned and
attentive to privacy leaks and a large amount of personal
information is exposed to social media platforms. As a result,
users with higher level of privacy concerns are worried about
the collection, control and use of personal information in the
process of using social media, thus creating a perceived loss
factor of using that social media. This implies that users with
higher levels of privacy concerns expect social media to enhance
privacy protection in order to eliminate anxiety and concerns
about personal privacy disclosure, thus negatively moderating
the relationship between perceived value influencing social
attachment. In particular, as the level of users’ privacy concern
increases, so does its negative moderating effect on perceived
value influencing continued willingness to social media use.

From the above analysis, it is inferred that the negative
moderating effect of privacy concern on the relationship between
perceived value and social attachment is not significant for users
with low levels of privacy concern in the context of social media
use. In contrast, users with high levels of privacy concern have
a significant negative moderating effect of privacy concern in
the relationship between perceived value and social attachment,

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.
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but do not have the same lack of privacy protection and security
awareness as users with low levels of privacy concern. Therefore,
the relationship between perceived value and social attachment
is found to be negatively moderated by privacy concern, but the
moderating effect of privacy concern on the role of perceived
value in influencing social attachment has not yet received
sufficient attention and discussion.

Based on the above reasoning, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 5a: Users’ privacy concern plays a negative
moderating role between users’ social value and
social attachment.
Hypothesis 5b: Users’ privacy concern plays a negative
moderating role between users’ entertainment value and
social attachment.
Hypothesis 5c: Users’ privacy concern plays a negative
moderating role between users’ information value and
social attachment.

Overview of the Present Research
To test our theoretical model depicted in Figure 1, we have
conducted two studies on user samples using complementary
designs to verify our hypotheses. Study 1 uses a sample study of
a cross-sectional sample of mainland China and Macau Tik Tok
users to verify whether the relationship between perceived value
and social attachment can mediate the role of belongingness.
Study 2 extends the mediation model of Study 1 by examining
privacy concern as a boundary condition, and further verifies
the moderating role of privacy concern in relationship between
perceived value and social attachment. The model is designed
to be tested with samples of Tik Tok users in mainland China
collected at two time points. Study 1 tests the mediation model
(Hypothesis 1-4), and Study 2 further includes privacy concern
to test the entire model (Hypothesis 1-5). Considered together,
these two studies comprise a mix of different designs and samples
that provide a nice combination of internal and external validity
evidence for our theoretical model.

STUDY 1

Method
Participants and Procedure
Participants in Study 1 (Tik Tok users) are recruited through
https://www.wjx.cn (questionnaire) from mainland China
and Macau. The company operates a professional online
questionnaire survey platform that focuses on providing users
with powerful and user-friendly online designs, a series of
services for questionnaires, data collection, and survey results
analysis. Compared with traditional survey methods and
other survey websites or survey systems, https://www.wjx.cn
(questionnaire star) has obvious advantages of custom
questionnaire background/logo, red envelope lottery/custom
prizes, and automatic data statistical analysis. The validity of
using this online questionnaire has been verified in previous
studies, and these studies have proved its feasibility and
reliability (Jin et al., 2013; Peng and Xie, 2016; Xu and Ma,
2016). Participants access the questionnaire via the hyperlink

included in the invitation. Before answering the questionnaire,
participants are prompted to carefully read the information
sheet, which informed them that participation is voluntary and
anonymous, and that only adults living in mainland are eligible
to participate. More importantly, this study selected TikTok mass
users as the research samples. We chose Tik Tok for the current
research for several reasons. First, Tik Tok, as the largest leading
social platform in China, has been proved to be feasible and
reliable in previous studies. Secondly, Tik Tok is a representative
APP, which is a leader in the market segments of social media
and possesses the typical characteristics required by the research
work. Thirdly, if research findings are supported by the data
of TikTok, the current study can just provide management
suggestions to improve the commercial practice of social media.
Therefore, from this perspective, the use of TikTok public
users to conduct data surveys is compatible with our original
research purpose.

In order to further ensure that the participants are our target
subjects, two filtering questions are used at the beginning of
the survey to check the eligibility of the participants (that is,
to exclude participants under 18 years old and those with no
longer than 6 months of social media use). Since we have pre-
screened in the https://www.wjx.cn (questionnaire star) system
and only invite adults, no participants are disqualified when the
interviewees are double-checked through these two qualification
screening questions. Because researchers believe that online
questionnaire surveys may cause participants to divorce from
practice, we insert three trap questions in the survey as the basis
for judging the validity of the questionnaire, which is consistent
with the best practices adopted in previous studies (Smith et al.,
2016). These trap questions are very simple and have the same
format, for example, “Please select ‘2’ for this item”. Only
surveys where all trap questions have been answered correctly are
considered valid questionnaires. Of the 600 participants, 10.17%
(n = 61) do not answer the trap question correctly and are
therefore excluded from the analysis. Among 539 participants,
female accounted for 55.66% and male accounted for 44.34%.
The average age is 27 and 23.21% participants were under
20 years old, 38.62% between 21 to 30 years, and 19.52%
between 30 to 40 years. Over 41 years old accounted for 18.65%.
Unmarried participants accounted for 68.67% and the married
accounted for 31.33%.

Measures
The measurement items in this study adopt existing mature
scales, and carry out translation verification according to the
recommendations of the back-translation method, so as to ensure
the quality of the questionnaire and its applicability in Chinese
context. The measurement items in this study are all measured
by Likert 7-point scale. The variables are measured as follows:

Social attachment
A 16-item scale, proposed by Yang et al. (2021a), were adopted
to measure three dimensions of social attachment, among which
5 items were used to measure social connection, 5 items for
measuring social identity and 6 for assessing social dependence.
This scale is rated on a 7-point response scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
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Perceived value
The perceived value scale of this study contains three sub-facets
and a total of 12 items. Among them, the social value scale
refers to related studies by Hagel et al. (1997), including 4 items;
the entertainment value scale refers to Overby and Lee (2006);
De Vries and Carlson (2014), Kim and Han (2009) including
4 items; the information value mainly refers to the research of
Papacharissi and Rubin (2000); Cheung et al. (2014), including 4
items. This scale is rated on a 7-point response scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Sense of belonging
The sense of belonging scale of this research mainly refers to
the research views of Teo et al. (2003) and Lin (2008), mainly
to measure users’ use of social media and sense of belonging,
including 4 items. This scale is rated on a 7-point response scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Control variables
In the basic personal background information part of the
questionnaire, this part is divided into gender, age, marital
status, education, occupation, monthly consumption level and
usage time according to the characteristics of Tik Tok users, a
total of 7 items.

Data Analysis Method
In this study, Mplus7.0 is used to do Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM) analysis on the collected data. The data analysis
includes measurement model analysis and structural model
analysis (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Specifically, the data analysis
methods of this study are described as follows:

First, perform Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). This
research uses CFA to test the research model, including item
reliability (Item Reliability), composition reliability (Construct
Reliability), average variance extraction (Convergence validity),
etc., to judge the convergence validity of each aspect. Second,
perform discriminant validity analysis. In this study, a more
rigorous AVE method is used to test the discriminative validity
of the measurement model to verify whether the correlation
between the two different aspects is statistically different. Fourth,
perform Structural Model Analysis. Including model fit, research
hypothesis significance test and explainable variance (R2) and
other results. And on this basis, further analyze the mediating role
and moderating role. Third, on the basis of the above analysis,
further analyze the mediation effects.

Results
Confirmatory Factor Analysis
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) is a part of SEM analysis.
The variable reduction of CFA measurement model in this
study is based on Zhang et al. (2021)’ s two-stage model
modification. The measurement model must be tested before
performing the structural model evaluation. A complete SEM
model report can only be carried out if the measurement model
is reasonably acceptable.

In this study, CFA analysis is performed on all dimensions, and
the results are shown in Table 1. The standardized factor loadings
of all dimensions are between 0.596 and 0.906, and the composite

TABLE 1 | Confirmatory factor analysis.

Construct Item Item Reliability Composite
Reliability

Convergence
Validity

STD. SMC CR AVE

Social value (SV) SV1 0.711 0.506 0.841 0.572

SV2 0.664 0.441

SV3 0.819 0.671

SV4 0.819 0.671

Entertainment
value (EV)

EV1 0.656 0.430 0.862 0.616

EV2 0.633 0.401

EV3 0.901 0.812

EV4 0.906 0.821

Information value
(IV)

IV1 0.679 0.461 0.794 0.564

IV2 0.728 0.530

IV3 0.837 0.701

IV4 0.616 0.524

Sense of
belonging (SOB)

SOB1 0.615 0.378 0.803 0.580

SOB2 0.812 0.659

SOB3 0.839 0.704

SOB4 0.726 0.573

Social connection
(SC)

SC1 0.807 0.651 0.854 0.542

SC2 0.805 0.648

SC3 0.689 0.475

SC4 0.631 0.398

SC5 0.733 0.537

Social
dependence (SD)

SD1 0.756 0.572 0.886 0.567

SD2 0.816 0.666

SD3 0.704 0.496

SD4 0.832 0.692

SD5 0.788 0.621

SD6 0.596 0.355

Social identity (SI) SI1 0.789 0.623 0.912 0.675

SI2 0.860 0.740

SI3 0.805 0.648

SI4 0.827 0.684

SI5 0.816 0.631

Note. STD, Standardized factor loadings; SMC, Square Multiple Correlations; CR,
Composite Reliability; AVE, Average Variance Extracted.

reliability is between 0.794 and 0.912. Convergence Validity is
between 0.542 and 0.675, meeting all the standards of Fornell
and Lacker (1981) with standardized factor loadings greater than
0.50, Composite Reliability greater than 0.60, and Convergence
Validity greater than 0.50 (Verbeke et al., 2014; Hair et al., 2017).
Therefore, the model meets the standard, and all aspects have
good convergence validity.

Discriminant Validity
The discriminant validity analysis is to examine whether different
two variables in the statistics are different or not. In this study,
the AVE method is used to evaluate the discriminative validity.
Fornell and Lacker (1981) propose the square root of the AVE
with the correlation between the construct and other constructs
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TABLE 2 | Discriminant validity for the measurement model.

Variables Mean SD AVE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1.Information value 4.987 0.906 0.564 0.751

2.Social dependence 4.319 1.113 0.567 0.573 0.753

3.Social value 4.739 0.947 0.572 0.647 0.624 0.756

4.Sense of belonging 5.246 0.991 0.580 0.654 0.526 0.592 0.762

5.Entertainment value 5.766 0.863 0.616 0.388 0.312 0.351 0.593 0.785

6.Social connection 4.843 1.139 0.542 0.550 0.441 0.596 0.721 0.434 0.736

7.Social Identity 5.246 0.991 0.675 0.542 0.550 0.441 0.596 0.578 0.593 0.782

Note. The items on the diagonal on bold represent the square roots of the AVE. Off-diagonal elements are the correlation estimates.

in the model, which means that the variables have discriminative
validity. As shown in Table 2, the square roots of the AVE on
the diagonal are larger than the correlations between constructs,
indicating acceptable discriminant validity. Therefore, study 1
has good discriminative validity.

Model Fit Degree
In this study, the model fit degree index refers to the model of
model fitness analysis, and the 9 most extensive fitness indicators
are used for analysis (Jackson et al., 2009). Since the SEM sample
is larger than 200, it is easy to cause the chi-square value to be too
large and lead to poor fit, so the fit value needs to be corrected by
Bootstrap (Bollen and Stine, 1992). After passing the Bollen-Stine
Bootstrap correction model, all the fitness indicators in this study
have been passed (as shown in Table 3), indicating that the results
of this study are acceptable.

Regression Coefficient
In this research model (as shown in Table 4), social value (SV)
(b = 0.340, p < 0.001), entertainment value (EV) (b = 0.085,
p < 0.001) and information value (IV) (b = 0.585, p < 0.001)
significantly affect the sense of belonging (SOB). Social value (SV)
(b = 0.663, p < 0.001), entertainment value (EV) (b = 0.208,
p < 0.01), information value (IV) (b = 0.168, p < 0.05), and sense
of belonging (SOB) (b = 0.612, p < 0.01) significantly affected
social attachment (SA). Therefore, all H1∼H3 are established.

Mediating Effect Analysis
In order to calculate the mediation effect more accurately,
this study uses the confidence interval method (Bootstrap
Distribution of Effects) to analyze and test the mediation effect.

TABLE 3 | Model fit criteria and the test results.

Model fit Criteria Model fit of
research

model

Result

χ2 The small the better 1101.106

DF The large the better 451.000

Normed Chi-square(χ2/DF) 1 < χ2/DF < 3 2.441 excellent

RMSEA < 0.08 0.061 excellent

SRMR < 0.08 0.052 good

TLI (NNFI) > 0.9 0.917 excellent

CFI > 0.9 0.906 excellent

GFI > 0.9 0.920 excellent

AGFI > 0.9 0.905 excellent

The Bootstrap estimation technique is used to analyze the
confidence intervals of the total effect, the indirect effect and the
direct effect, and then the significance level of the mediation effect
is further calculated (Hayes, 2009). The upper and lower limits
of the Bias-corrected 95% confidence interval do not contain
“0,” which means the effect is passed. The results of this study
show (as shown in Table 5) that the total effect of social value
on social attachment is 0.251. At the 95% confidence level, the
confidence interval of Bias-corrected is 0.146∼0.386, and the
confidence interval of Percentile is 0.138∼0.363, not including
0, so the total effect is established. The indirect effect is 0.069,
the confidence interval of Bias-corrected is 0.013∼0.158 at the
95% confidence level, and the confidence interval of Percentile
is 0.017∼0.172, which does not contain 0, so the indirect effect is
valid. The direct effect is 0.182, the confidence interval of Bias-
corrected is 0.061∼0.330 at the 95% confidence level, and the
confidence interval of Percentile is 0.031∼0.297, which does not
contain 0, so the direct effect is valid. Therefore, it is assumed that
H4a holds and is a partial intermediary. In the same way, H4b is
established as a partial intermediary. H4c is also established and
is a complete intermediary.

Discussion
Study 1 provides some evidence for the relationship between
perceived value and social attachment. The results of these
samples show that when users use social media in the
context of social media use, the three dimensions of perceived
value (i.e., social value, entertainment value, and information
value) have great differences in the effects and mechanisms
of social attachment. Specifically, social value can positively
affect social attachment, in which the sense of belonging
plays a part of the mediating role. Entertainment value can

TABLE 4 | Regression coefficient.

Unstd S.E. Unstd./S.E. Std. p

Hypothesis 1(a) 0.340 0.054 6.314 0.427 ***

Hypothesis 1(b) 0.085 0.034 2.528 0.138 ***

Hypothesis 1(c) 0.585 0.062 9.399 0.561 ***

Hypothesis 2(a) 0.663 0.063 10.552 0.614 ***

Hypothesis 2(b) 0.208 0.050 4.205 0.226 **

Hypothesis 2(c) 0.168 0.047 3.560 0.229 *

Hypothesis 3 0.612 0.060 10.231 0.593 ***

Note. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.
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TABLE 5 | The analysis of mediation effect.

Effect PointEstimate Bootstrap 1000 times

Bias-corrected 95% Percentile 95%

Lower bound Upper bound Lower bound Upper bound

Total effect: SV→SA 0.188 0.212 0.662 0.068 0.428

Indirect effect: SV→SOB→SA 0.206 0.264 0.746 0.038 0.288

Direct effect: SV→SA 0.563 0.152 0.536 0.018 0.527

Total effect: EV→SA 0.167 0.397 0.862 0.170 0.666

Indirect effect: EV→SOB→SA 0.396 0.076 0.492 0.036 0.221

Direct effect: EV→SA 0.205 0.034 0.505 0.261 0.859

Total effect: IV→SA 0.182 0.058 0.415 0.058 0.415

Indirect effect: IV→SOB→SA 0.216 0.095 0.705 0.298 0.806

Direct effect: IV→SA 0.294 −0.091 0.191 −0.052 0.144

Note. SC, Social connection; SI, Social identity; SD, Social dependence; SV, Social value; EV, Entertainment value; IV, Information value; SOB, Sense of belonging.

positively affect social attachment, and the sense of belonging
plays a part of the mediating role. Information value can
positively affect social attachment, in which the sense of
belonging plays a completely mediating role. Therefore, when
users are in the context of social media use, the sense of
belonging plays an extremely important role in the strength
of the attachment relationship between the individual and
the social media.

Although Study 1 provides preliminary support for the
mediating role of belonging between perceived value and social
attachment, it has a major limitation in that the key variables
are self-reported at the same time, and all variables in the
research model are from the same data source. Therefore, the
results are affected by the variance of commonly used methods.
Although studies have confirmed that its impact is small, it
may still increase the reported effect size (Podsakoff et al.,
2012). Therefore, in Study 2, we follow the recommendations of
empirical sampling research and use the time interval between
variables as a method to solve the common method variance
problem in empirical research (Ohly et al., 2010; Beal, 2015).

Study 1 verifies the positive effect of sense of belonging on
social attachment in the context of social media use. In Study 2,
we try to further verify the application of the mediation model
in different groups and its boundary conditions. In addition,
the more important point is that in Study 2, we include privacy
concern to test the entire model, further enriching and expanding
existing research fields.

STUDY 2

Method
Participants and Procedure
Participants are users of social media in China, and they are
mainly recruited through Tik Tok, a short video platform that is
popular in the Chinese market. As the largest leading platform in
China’s domestic social media industry, this platform has proved
its feasibility and reliability in previous studies (Paolacci and
Chandler, 2014; Wu et al., 2018; Wang, 2020). At the same time,
this study also releases questionnaire recruitment information

through WeChat. That is, this study collects data through multi-
source surveys. Participants access the questionnaire through
a hyperlink. Before answering the questionnaire, they are
instructed to read the information sheet. The information tells
them that participation is voluntary and anonymous, and only
users using Tik Tok for more than 6 months are eligible to
participate. In order to ensure that the respondents are our target
audience, two filtering questions are used at the beginning of
the survey to determine the eligibility of participants (that is,
to exclude users under the age of 18 and users who are not
continuous user).

In order to reduce common method variance (Podsakoff
et al., 2012), we collect data at two time points, where the
time interval is 2 weeks. In the first survey, participants report
demographic information, perceived value, privacy concern,
and sense of belonging. In the second survey conducted two
weeks later, participants report the extent of their emotional
attachment performance in social situations. In order to stimulate
participants’ attention, a monetary reward of $3 is offered, to
ensure that the completed questionnaire is returned immediately.
We conducted a questionnaire survey on 500 Tik Tok users
at time 1, and received questionnaires from 436 respondents
(response rate of 87.20%), of which 385 respondents (response
rate of 88.30%) responded at time 2 available questionnaires. The
average age of these respondents (72.21% women) is 29.25 years
(SD = 9.91), and the average use time is 1.32 years (SD = 6.84).
Among them, 73.41% is unmarried; 38.44% of the sample has a
college diploma (including a high school diploma), followed by a
bachelor’s degree (37.66%), a master’s degree (21.04%), and only
a few respondents has a doctoral degree (2.86%). According to
the independent sample test, among the valid respondents at time
1, those who missed time 2 (n = 51) and there is no difference
among those who completed the two surveys (n = 385) with
gender (t = −0.32, n.s.), age (t = −0.51, n.s.) and usage time
(t =−0.28, n.s.).

Measures
Privacy concern
We use Son and Kim (2008); Shin (2010), and Tan et al. (2012)‘
s privacy concern scale, the measurement items for privacy
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concern was translated from English into Chinese following the
back-translation procedure advocated by Cha et al. (2007), and
according to the actual use situation of social software, which
is modified into a measurement item of privacy, mainly used
to evaluate the privacy concern of users in the context of social
software use. There are 4 items in total. This scale is rated on
a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree).

Perceived value, social attachment, and sense of belonging are
measured using the same scales as in Study 1. All measurement
items except for demographic questions are responded to on
a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree).

Control variables
In the basic personal background information part of the
questionnaire, this part is divided into gender, age, marital
status, education, occupation, monthly consumption level and
usage time according to the characteristics of Tik Tok users, a
total of 7 items.

Data Analysis Method
We have sorted and classified the returned official questionnaires,
eliminated invalid questionnaires, and then registered and coded
the questionnaires one by one. Specifically, the data analysis
methods in this study were as in Study 1.

Data Analysis and Results
To ensure that the developed questionnaire questions are valid,
discriminatory is a very important task in scale development.
Therefore, a pre-test is conducted of the data using SPSS 24.0
on the sample collected. The aim is to confirm the semantic
fluency of the scale questions, the absence of typos and the
appropriateness of the layout. One of the most important tasks
is to do an item analysis. Its purpose is to remove topics (or
variables) that are not discriminating and use them as a basis for
topic improvement.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
As in Study 1, we have performed CFA analysis on all facets, and
the results are shown in Table 6. In this study, the evaluation and
reduction of CFA measurement model variables are revised based
on the two-stage model proposed by Zhang et al. (2021). If the
measurement model fit is acceptable, the full SEM model report
can be followed.

There are eight constructs in this research model, namely
entertainment value, information value, privacy concern,
social connection, social dependence, social identity, sense
of belonging and social value. According to the standards
proposed by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), CFA analysis is
performed on all constructs. Following the standard proposed
by Fornell and Lacker (1981); Verbeke et al. (2014), and Hair
et al. (2017), convergent validity is tested with standardized
factor loadings greater than 0.50, the composite reliability
higher than 0.60, and the average variance extracted higher
than 0.50. Therefore, according to the results shown in
Table 6, each variable of this study has a good reliability and
polymerization validity.

TABLE 6 | Confirmatory factor analysis.

Construct Item Item Reliability Composite
Reliability

Convergence
Validity

STD. SMC CR AVE

Social value
(SV)

SV1 0.833 0.694 0.855 0.597

SV2 0.801 0.642

SV3 0.684 0.468

SV4 0.765 0.585

Entertainment
value (EV)

EV1 0.772 0.596 0.893 0.676

EV2 0.793 0.629

EV3 0.829 0.687

EV4 0.891 0.794

Information
value (IV)

IV1 0.813 0.661 0.903 0.700

IV2 0.872 0.760

IV3 0.847 0.717

IV4 0.812 0.659

Sense of
belonging
(SOB)

SOB1 0.743 0.552 0.872 0.632

SOB2 0.875 0.766

SOB3 0.846 0.716

SOB4 0.703 0.494

Privacy
concern (PC)

PC1 0.709 0.503 0.909 0.716

PC2 0.881 0.776

PC3 0.909 0.826

PC4 0.870 0.757

Social
connection (SC)

SC1 0.764 0.584 0.879 0.593

SC2 0.769 0.591

SC3 0.794 0.630

SC4 0.857 0.734

SC5 0.653 0.426

Social
dependence
(SD)

SD1 0.737 0.543 0.895 0.587

SD2 0.702 0.493

SD3 0.855 0.731

SD4 0.793 0.629

SD5 0.773 0.598

SD6 0.726 0.527

Social identity
(SI)

SI1 0.697 0.486 0.887 0.612

SI2 0.859 0.738

SI3 0.871 0.759

SI4 0.724 0.524

SI5 0.744 0.554

Note. STD, Standardized factor loadings; SMC, Square Multiple Correlations; CR,
Composite Reliability; AVE, Average Variance Extracted.

Discriminant Validity
Table 7 reports the Discriminant validity for the measurement
model, the square roots of the AVE are reproduced on the
diagonal. Discriminant validity is the extent to which the measure
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TABLE 7 | Discriminant validity for the measurement model.

Variables Mean SD AVE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1.Sense of belonging 3.806 1.161 0.632 0.795

2.Social value 3.835 1.197 0.597 0.531 0.773

3.Entertainment value 4.638 1.207 0.676 0.584 0.595 0.822

4.Information value 4.508 1.276 0.700 0.612 0.454 0.588 0.782

5.Social connection 4.294 1.324 0.593 0.578 0.481 0.597 0.537 0.770

6.Social dependence 3.982 1.268 0.587 0.676 0.576 0.666 0.517 0.623 0.766

7. Social identity 3.640 1.170 0.612 0.620 0.594 0.559 0.538 0.652 0.726 0.782

8.Privacy concern 4.625 1.180 0.716 0.061 0.116 0.077 0.059 0.040 0.047 0.040 0.846

Note. The items on the diagonal on bold represent the square roots of the AVE. Off-diagonal elements are the correlation estimates.

is not a reflection of some other variables. It is indicated by low
correlations between the measure of interest and the measures of
other constructs. We have examined discriminant validity using
Fornell and Lacker (1981)’s recommendation that the square root
of the average variance extracted for each construct should be
higher than the correlations between it and all other constructs.
Table 7 shows that the squared root of average variance extracted
for each construct is greater than the correlations between
the constructs and all other constructs. As shown in Table 7,
our results support Fornell and Lacker (1981)’ requirement of
discriminant validity.

Model Fit Degree
This study reports 9 model fit degree indicators: χ2, DF, Normed
Chi-square (χ2/DF), RMSEA, SRMR, TLI (NNFI), CFI, GFI
and AGFI, and the results are shown in Table 8. The results
show that the model fit degree well, and the research model
constructed by the sample data is not significantly different from
the actual situation. Therefore, it can be used to interpret the
actual observation data.

Regression Coefficient
As shown in Table 9, in Study 2, social value (SV) (b = 0.186,
p < 0.001), entertainment value (EV) (b = 0.210, p < 0.001)
and information value (IV) (b = 0.316, p < 0.001) significantly
affect the sense of belonging (SOB). Social value (SV) (b = 0.182,
p < 0.001), entertainment value (EV) (b = 0.259, p < 0.001),
information value (IV) (b = 0.090, p < 0.05), and sense of

TABLE 8 | Model fit criteria and the test results.

Model fit Criteria Model fit of
research

model

Result

χ2 The small the better 557.735

DF The large the better 451.000

Normed Chi-square(χ2/DF) 1 < χ2/DF < 3 1.237 excellent

RMSEA < 0.08 0.025 excellent

SRMR < 0.08 0.052 good

TLI (NNFI) > 0.9 0.986 excellent

CFI > 0.9 0.987 excellent

GFI > 0.9 0.938 excellent

AGFI > 0.9 0.925 excellent

belonging (SOB) (b = 0.369, p < 0.01) significantly affected social
attachment (SA). Therefore, H1∼H3 are established.

Mediating Effect Analysis
We use Bootstrap estimation technology to test the mediation
effect according to the recommendations of Hayes (2009), and
the research results show (see Table 10) the total effect of social
value on social attachment is 0.251. At the 95% confidence level,
the confidence interval of Bias-corrected is 0.146∼0.386, and the
confidence interval of Percentile is 0.138∼0.363, which does not
contain 0, so the total effect is established. The indirect effect is
0.069, the confidence interval of Bias-corrected is 0.013∼0.158
at the 95% confidence level, and the confidence interval of
Percentile is 0.017∼0.172, which does not contain 0, so the
indirect effect is valid. The direct effect is 0.182, the confidence
interval of Bias-corrected is 0.061∼0.330 at the 95% confidence
level, and the confidence interval of Percentile is 0.031∼0.297,
which does not contain 0, so the direct effect is valid. Therefore,
it is assumed that H4a holds and is a partial intermediary. In the
same way, H4b is established as a partial intermediary. H4c is also
established and is a complete intermediary.

Moderating Effect Analysis
In this research model, privacy concern is the moderating
variable. The analysis results are shown in Table 11. It can be
seen that the moderating effect of SV∗PC on SA is 0.017 (z = |
0.280| > 1.96, p = 0.779 > 0.05), indicating that the moderating
effect does not exist. The moderating effect of EV∗PC on SA is
0.019 (z = | 0.324| > 1.96, p = 0.746 > 0.05), indicating that the
moderator effect exists. The moderator effect of IV∗PC on SA is

TABLE 9 | Regression coefficient.

Unstd S.E. Unstd./S.E. Std. p

Hypothesis 1(a) 0.182 0.043 4.208 0.235 ***

Hypothesis 1(b) 0.259 0.053 4.867 0.303 ***

Hypothesis 1(c) 0.090 0.043 2.069 0.114 *

Hypothesis 2(a) 0.186 0.051 3.659 0.224 ***

Hypothesis 2(b) 0.210 0.062 3.395 0.229 ***

Hypothesis 2(c) 0.316 0.052 6.098 0.376 ***

Hypothesis 3 0.369 0.060 6.099 0.395 ***

Note. * p < 0.05. *** p < 0.001.
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TABLE 10 | The analysis of mediating effect.

Effect PointEstimate Bootstrap 1000 times

Bias-corrected 95% Percentile 95%

Lower bound Upper bound Lower bound Upper bound

Total effect: SV→SA 0.251 0.146 0.386 0.138 0,363

Indirect effect: SV→SOB→SA 0.069 0.013 0.158 0.017 0.172

Direct effect: SV→SA 0.182 0.061 0.330 0.031 0.297

Total effect: EV→SA 0.337 0.210 0.464 0.210 0.465

Indirect effect: EV→SOB→SA 0.077 0.018 0.174 0.019 0.176

Direct effect: EV→SA 0.259 0.133 0.386 0.130 0.380

Total effect: IV→SA 0.206 0.096 0.343 0.088 0.337

Indirect effect: IV→SOB→SA 0.117 0.054 0.226 0.049 0.202

Direct effect: IV→SA 0.090 −0.020 0.231 −0.036 0.221

Note. SC, Social connection; SI, Social identity; SD, Social dependence; SV, Social value; EV, Entertainment value; IV, Information value; SOB, Sense of belonging.

–0.123 (z = |−2.355| > 1.96, p = 0.019 < 0.05), which means that
the moderator effect exists, which means that for every additional
unit of the modulating variable privacy relationship (PC), IV will
affect SA The slope of will increase negatively by 0.123 units, that
is, negative moderating effect. The result is shown in Figure 2.

Discussion
With the collected data from multi-source survey, results of Study
2 demonstrate that perceived value produces a positive impact
on user’s social attachment through sense of belonging. This
effect depends on the user’s privacy security, which verifies and
expands the results of Study 1. It is worth noting that, unlike
Study 1, privacy concern in Study 2 does not all mitigate the
overall direct relationship between perceived value and social
attachment. There are some potential reasons for this result.

Firstly, compared with Study 1, the further evidence in
Study 2 shows that information value can positively affect social
attachment, in which the sense of belonging plays a completely
mediating role, and privacy concern plays a negative moderating
role. Therefore, the user’s sense of belonging to social media
becomes more intense, driven by the user’s perceived value and
evaluation of social media, which triggers the generation of social
attachment. Meanwhile, when an individual, in case of social
media use scenarios, has a higher level of privacy concern, the

TABLE 11 | The analysis of moderating effect.

DV IV Estimate S.E. Z-Value p

Social
attachment

Sense of belonging 0.371 0.088 4.209 ***

Social value 0.192 0.062 3.095 **

Entertainment value 0.265 0.060 4.442 ***

Information value 0.086 0.062 1.381 **

Privacy concern −0.083 0.039 −2.117 *

Social value × Privacy
concern

0.017 0.060 0.280 0.779

Entertainment
value × Privacy concern

0.019 0.058 0.324 0.746

Information value × Privacy
concern

−0.123 0.052 −2.355 *

Note. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

relationship between information value and social attachment is
weaker. The higher the level of privacy concern, the weaker the
user’s attachment to social media, and the lower the impact of
perceived value on social attachment. Conversely, once users do
not pay attention to privacy concern, the more various beneficial
values and benefits they perceive for social media, then the
stronger the user’s attachment to social media. Therefore, as
expected, privacy concern acts as a buffering condition and plays
an indirect relationship between the information value and social
attachment guided by positive emotions.

Secondly, compared to Study 1, further evidence from Study
2 suggests that social value and entertainment value are able
to positively influence social attachment, with self of belonging
playing a mediating role, but privacy concern does not play a
regulatory role. One potential reason why privacy concern has
not played a moderating role may be some of its limitations.
Privacy in the context of social media use itself does not
provide users with effective tools to counter social value and
entertainment value. When a person strengthens social media
privacy protection measures, and realizes that he or she does
not change the perceived value degree, as well as his or her
behavioral tendencies and emotional relationship toward social
media, although time is consumed, he or she may perceive the
benefits brought by social value and entertainment value, this
dilutes the reconstruction and protection functions provided by
privacy concern. Since preventing these perceived values and
their impact on social attachment in the context of social media
use may require more powerful solutions, it may be difficult for
privacy concern in Study 2 to show buffering.

RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Theoretical Contributions
Compared with the existing literature, this article is innovative in
the following aspects:

Firstly, this article combines perceived value with social
attachment, which is an interdisciplinary research. The research
on perceived value is currently mainly concentrated in the field
of marketing, while social attachment belongs to the field of
psychology. Although at the two-way level of theory and practice,
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FIGURE 2 | Privacy concern moderating the relationship between social
attachment and information value.

the impact of perceived value on social attachment has begun
to appear, the theoretical system is still not perfect, and the
specific impact mechanism is not fully verified, and it is mostly
concentrated in their respective fields. This research breaks the
gap of previous related research perspectives, and for the first
time clearly focuses on perceived value and social attachment,
verifies the impact of perceived value on social attachment,
and explores the underlying influence mechanism to inspire
further research.

Secondly, this paper explores and examines the boundary
conditions of privacy concern while affecting social attachment,
under perceived value atmosphere. It is the first time privacy
concern as moderator is introduced in social media use scenarios,
expanding the existing research on perceived value impact
on social attachment and its moderating mechanism, which
confirms that there is weakness in the relationship establishment
between the users and social media. This study finds that
although users are aware that privacy in social contexts may
be attacked in many ways, they will not change their privacy
preferences and behaviors, in addition to the suppression of
the information value on social attachment. This indicates that
there is a disconnection between their desire to protect privacy
and their privacy control behavior; this phenomenon is called
the privacy paradox (Chung et al., 2021). This study enriches
the boundary conditions of the effect of perceived value on
social attachment.

Thirdly, this article takes social value, entertainment value
and information value as three kinds of perceived value for
research, which enriches the related research of value theory.
Although existing studies have also paid attention to the issue
on the unclear relationship between different dimensions and
construction of perceived value, and believed that different
dimensions can be studied as separate perceived value, they have
mainly focused on the impact of perceived value on continued
willingness. Research on the attachment relationship between
users and social media is still scarce. And this research expands
the boundaries of existing research on perceived value theory
by exploring the relationship between “how value affects users’
continued use behavior,” and enables new development and
application in the context of social media use.

Practical Implications
This research provides a valuable reference for enhancing users’
perceived value and users’ social attachment establishment, as
described below.

Firstly, social media can stimulate social attachment by
enhancing users’ perceived value. For social media developers,
in order to maintain and improve the perceived value of users,
social media can consider implementing relevant management
practices. Upgrade and improve short video platform functions,
innovate and make breakthroughs in short video content
marketing, convert content value and IP value into brand value,
identify young people’s consumption desires and consumption
ideas, and meet user entertainment needs (such as comedy/jokes).
In order to kill time, people enjoy relaxing entertainment in
the video swiping process, or get recreational services, which
enhances the user’s entertainment value sensing capability and
meets the needs of people’s social lives (key opinion leaders
and hot content creators). In order to gain recognition and to
maintain social relationships, people tend to get information
from social talks, which enhances their social value sensing
ability and meets their information needs (such as dry goods
sharing, celebrities’ adverting of goods and 7-day hottest dynamic
product information). In order to be useful, people tend to
gain trustworthy and reliable information while swiping short
video, which enhances their information value sensing capability.
Therefore, relying on the differences in content creation ecology,
fan preferences and typical celebrities to match the different needs
and motivations of different users, social media can stimulate
social attachment by enhancing users’ perceived value.

Secondly, social media can indirectly enhance social
attachment by establishing a high-quality sense of belonging.
This study shows that users’ perceived value makes use of the
mediating role of sense of belonging, and then produces a
positive direct impact on social attachment. Just like Maslow’s
point of view in “Needs Hierarchy Theory,” “needs of belonging
and love” are important psychological needs for people. Only
by satisfying “needs of belonging and love” can people realize
“self-value.” Therefore, social media platforms can relieve users’
pressure and loneliness through the creation of high-quality
content to generate the recognition for social media, to get
warmth, help and love from it, thereby eliminating or reducing
loneliness, and gaining a sense of security. On the social media
platform, by knowing more friends through the platform, users
can maintain communication and contacts, and even gain
friendship, support and respect, thereby gaining identity and
attachment to social media.

Thirdly, when social media platforms strive to improve social
attachment by developing perceived value, special attention
should be paid to the differences in users’ cultural values
(privacy concern). This study shows that when the level of
privacy concern is high, users’ privacy concern plays a negative
moderating role between users’ information value and social
attachment. This reminds social media platforms of attaching
great importance to the construction of privacy, security and
control in the construction of user perceived value. Launching
new functions for privacy issues, such as setting the privacy
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concern level function, automatically reporting the privacy risks
to users, reducing the sense of exposure and intrusion of
users’ information, can effectively reduce the main source of
privacy concern. Strengthening users’ privacy control awareness,
promoting the mode of information disclosure in social networks
(for example, unpopular links, links provided in social media
platforms showing some information about a certain individual
who does not intend to disclose this information) and focusing
on the impact of privacy leakage strengthen users’ trust in social
media, weaken the negative impact of privacy risks, and build a
good social trust.

Conclusion
Previous studies have shown that perceived value has a positive
effect on users’ social attachment in social media usage contexts
(Wang et al., 2017; Li et al., 2019). To develop and enrich existing
research fields, we have analyzed the driving effect of perceived
value on social attachment in the scenarios of social media use,
dug how and when users’ perceived value affects users’ social
attachment in social context.

Based on privacy concern theory, this research constructs
a new theoretical model, uses structural equation model to
explore the relationship between perceived value and social
attachment, introduces privacy concern to explain the specific
impact mechanism, and at the same time pays attention the role
that perceived value plays in it. We believe that the perceived
value generates a positive impact on user’s social attachment
through sense of belonging, and this impact depends on the user’s
privacy concern.

There are two research components in this study, and
Mplus7.0 is used for measurement model and structural model
analysis, as follows:

Study 1 is a questionnaire survey on 600 Tik Tok users from
mainland China and Macau, using Mplus7.0 for data analysis.
The results support the mediating role of the sense of belonging,
and find that perceived value has an indirect positive effect on
social attachment through the mediating role of the sense of
belonging. Study 2, apart from conducting the two-wave data
survey on 500 Tik Tok users to confirm the mediating role of
sense of belonging, also verifies the moderating role of privacy
concern. However, the moderating role of privacy concern
between perceived value and social attachment has not been
fully supported. Specifically, except that the relationship between
information value and social attachment is inhibited by privacy
concern, the relationship between entertainment value and social
value with social attachment is not regulated by privacy concern.

Research Limitations and Future
Research Directions
As with any other research, the findings of our study should be
interpreted with certain limitations in mind.

On one hand, this study treats social attachment as a general
holistic construction to test its influence mechanism. Although
it is a common practice in the literature to reduce the sub-
facets of the second-order facets through the weighted average
method in the analysis, this may cause deviations in the analysis
results. This kind of conclusion, although it could reveal the

positive interest of perceived value on social attachment in the
social context, is difficult to reveal the differences of the different
dimensions in social attachment. In consequence, future research
can start from the perspective of user perceived value, especially
distinguishing the different dimensions of social attachment, and
examine the influence of perceived value on social connection,
social attachment and social identity and the mediating role of
sense of belonging in these relationships.

On the other hand, the questionnaire data of this study
comes from a single questionnaire survey website platform,
which may threaten the external validity of the research results.
“Questionnaire Star” is one of the most popular survey websites,
it provides functions equivalent to Amazon Mechanical Turk
(MTurk). Although our careful choice of academic research study
site “Wenjuan Xing/Questionnaire Star” (a very professional
survey questionnaire site in China) alleviates this worry, due
to the new virus Covid-19 pandemic caused by the crown
restrictions, we cannot confirm whether the results of the current
study is universal under other contexts. Therefore, we urge
future researchers to replicate this research in other contexts to
conduct cross-crowd testing, conduct multi-group comparative
analysis, verify the promotion of the research results, and provide
appropriate marketing strategies for different sub-groups.

Thirdly, although this study provides preliminary support
for the mediation hypothesis, the key variables in this study
are self-reported at the same time. Therefore, the hypothesis
results of the study are affected by the variance of commonly
used methods. Although the effect is statistically confirmed to
be small, it is still possible to increase the reported effect size
(Ohly et al., 2010). In future research, we propose to address these
limitations by using dual-wave online panel samples. In addition,
we should also note that for social attachment such psychological
phenomenon that contains a strong individual experiences and
feelings, to only make quantify research from the horizontal
viewing and the relatively static angle is clearly not enough, not
all the particular dynamic belonging to social attachment can be
perceived. We encourage researchers to adopt research methods
with dynamic advantages, such as qualitative research, to better
capture and describe the contextual process of social attachment
development in detail.
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Poverty Reduction of Sustainable
Development Goals in the 21st
Century: A Bibliometric Analysis
Yanni Yu*† and Jinghong Huang*†

Institute of Blue and Green Development, Shandong University, Weihai, China

No Poverty is the top priority among 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The
research perspectives, methods, and subject integration of studies on poverty
reduction have been greatly developed with the advance of practice in the 21st
century. This paper analyses 2,459 papers on poverty reduction since 2000 using
VOSviewer software and R language. Our conclusions show that (1) the 21st century
has seen a sharp increase in publications of poverty reduction, especially the period
from 2015 to date. (2) The divergence in research quantity and quality between China
and Kenya is great. (3) Economic studies focus on inequality and growth, while
environmental studies focus on protection and management mechanisms. (4)
International cooperation is usually related to geographical location and conducted
by developed countries with developing countries together. (5) Research on poverty
reduction in different regions has specific sub-themes. Our findings provide an
overview of the state of the research and suggest that there is a need to
strengthen the integration of disciplines and pay attention to the contribution of
marginal disciplines to poverty reduction research in the future.

Keywords: poverty reduction, bibliometric analysis, VOSviewer, sustainable development goals, 21st century

INTRODUCTION

Global sustainable development is the common target of human society. “No Poverty” and “Zero
Hunger” are two primary goals of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (SDGs), along with
important premises in the completion of the goals of “DecentWork and Economic Growth Industry”
and “Innovation and Infrastructure.” China has made great efforts in meeting its No Poverty targets.
To achieve the goal of eliminating extreme poverty in the rural areas by the end of20201, China has
been carrying out a basic strategy of targeted approach named Jingzhunfupin2, which refers to
implementing accurate poverty identification, accurate support, accurate management and tracking.
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1The extreme poverty criterion set byWorld Bank is 1.9$ a day in purchasing power parties (PPP), https://www.worldbank.org/
en/research/brief/policy-research-note-03-ending-extreme-poverty-and-sharing-prosperity-progress-and-policies. The China
poverty alleviation target in 2020 is to eliminate absolute poverty, which is defined as living less than 2,300 yuan per person per
day at 2010 constant prices. In addition to living above the absolute poverty line, people who must reached other five qualitative
criteria can be calculated getting rid of absolute poverty, which is no worries about food, clothing, basic medical care,
compulsory education and housing safety
2Jingzhunfupin is a general term of Chinese targeted poverty alleviation workmodel. Opposite to the haploid poverty alleviation,
different assistance policies will be formulated according to the different category of poverty, distinctive causes, dissimilar
background of poor households and their divergent living environment
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By 2021, China accomplished its poverty alleviation target for the
new era on schedule and achieved a significant victory3.

However, the worldwide challenges are still arduous. On the
one hand, the recent global poverty eradication process has been
further hindered by the COVID-19 pandemic. The World Bank
shows that global extreme poverty rose in 2020 for the first time in
over 20 years, with the total expected to rise to about 150 million
by the end of 20214. People “return to poverty” are emerging
around the world. On the other hand, people who got out of
income poverty may still be trapped in deprivations in health or
education. About 1.3 billion people (22%) still live in
multidimensional poverty among 107 developing countries,
according to the Global Multidimensional Poverty Index report
released by the United Nations5. Meanwhile, the issue of
inequality became more prominent, reflected by the number of
people who are in relative poverty6.

In line with the dynamic poverty realities, the focusing of
poverty research moved forward as well. Research frameworks
have evolved from single dimension poverty to multidimensional
poverty (Bourguignon et al., 2019) and from income poverty to
capacity poverty (Zhou et al., 2021). Research perspectives
concentrate on the macroscopic view, but have now turned to
microscopic individual behavior analysis. Cross-integration of
sociology, psychology, public management, and other disciplines
also helps to expand and deepen the research (Addison et al.,
2008). Some cutting-edge researchers are making effort to shed
light on the relationships between “No Poverty” and other SDGs.
For example, Hubacek et al. (2017) verified the coherence of
climate targets and achieving poverty eradication from a global
perspective7. Li et al. (2021) discussed the impacts and synergies
of achieving different poverty eradication goals on air pollutants
in China. These novel papers give us insightful inspiration on
combining poverty reduction with the resource or environmental
problem including aspects like energy inequity, carbon emission.
Hence, summarizing the research on different poverty realities
and academic backgrounds should provide theoretical and
empirical guidance for speeding up the elimination of poverty
in the world (Chen and Ravallion, 2013).

Previous review literature on poverty reduction all directed
certain sub-themes. For example, Chamhuri et al. (2012), Kwan

et al. (2018), Mahembe et al. (2019a) reviewed urban poverty,
foreign aid, microfinance, and other topics, identifying the
objects, causes, policies, and mechanisms of poverty and
poverty reduction. Another feature of the review literature is
that scholars often synthesize the articles and map the knowledge
network manually, which constrains the amount of literature to
be analyzed, leading to an inadequate understanding of poverty
research. Manually literature review on specific fields of poverty
reduction results in a research gap. Analysis delineating the
general academic knowledge of poverty reduction is somewhat
limited despite the abundance of research. Yet, following the
trend toward scientific specialization and interdisciplinary
viewpoints, the core and the periphery research fields and
their connections have not been clearly described. Different
studies are in a certain degree of segmentation because
scholars have separately conducted studies based on their
countries’ unique poverty background or their subdivision
direction. Possibly, lacking communication and interaction will
affect the overall development of poverty reduction research
especially in the context of globalization. Less than 10 years
are left to accomplish the UN sustainable development goals
by 2030. It is urgent to view the previous literature from a united
perspective in this turbulent and uncertain age.

Encouragingly, with advances in analytical technology,
bibliometrics has become increasingly popular for
developing representative summaries of the leading results
(Merediz-Solà and Bariviera, 2019). It has been widely
applied in a variety of fields. In the domain of poverty
study, Amarante et al. (2019) adopted the bibliometric
method and reviewed thousands of papers on poverty and
inequality in Latin America. Given above issues, we expand
the scope of the literature and conduct a systematic
bibliometric analysis to make a preliminary description of
the research agenda on poverty reduction.

This paper presents an analysis of publications, keywords,
citations, and the networks of co-authors, co-words, and co-
citations, displaying the research status of the field, the hot
spots, and evolution through time. We use R language and
VOSviewer software to process and visualize data. Our
contributions may be as follows. Firstly, we used the
bibliometric method and reviewed thousands of papers
together, helping keep pace with research advances in
poverty alleviation with the rapid growth in the literature.
Secondly, we clarified the core and periphery research areas,
and their connections. These may be beneficial to handle the
trend toward scientific specialization, as well as fostering
communication and cooperation between disciplines,
mitigating segmentation between the individual studies.
Thirdly, we also provided insightful implications for future
research directions. Discipline integration, intergenerational
poverty, heterogeneous research are the directions that
should be paid attention to.

The structure of this article is as follows. Methodology and
Initial Statistics provides the methodology and initial statistics.
Bibliometric Analysis and Network Analysis offer the bibliometric
analysis and network visualization. The remaining sections offer
discussions and conclusions.

3https://enapp.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202102/26/AP60382a17a310f03332f97555.
html. https://www.bbc.com/news/56213271
4https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview
5The global Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) is developed by the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and the Oxford Poverty and Human
Development Initiative (OPHI) since 2010. It has been published annually by
OPHI and in the Human Development Reports (HDRs) ever since. https://ophi.
org.uk/multidimensional-poverty-index/
6Relative poverty is another poverty measurement to reflect the underlying
economic gradient. It is induced from the relative deprivation theory.
Countries set the relative poverty line at a constant proportion of the country
or year-specific mean (or median) income in practice (https://doi.org/10.1162/
REST_a_00127)
7This paper mainly found that eradicating extreme poverty, i.e., moving people to
an income above $1.9 purchasing power parity (PPP) a day, does not jeopardize the
climate target. That is to say, the climate target and no poverty goal is consistent
and coordinated
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METHODOLOGY AND INITIAL STATISTICS

Bibliometrics, a library and information science, was first
proposed by intelligence scientist Pritchard in 1969 (Pritchard,
1969). It exploits information about the literature such as authors,
keywords, citations, and institutions in the publication database.
Bibliometric analyses can systematically and quantitatively
analyze a large number of documents simultaneously. They
can highlight research hotspots and detects research trends by
exploring the time, source, and regional distribution of literature.
Thus, bibliometric analyses have been widely used to help new
researchers in a discipline quickly understand the extent of a topic
(Merediz-Solà and Bariviera, 2019).

Research tools such as Bibexcel, Histcite, Citespace, and Gephi
have been created for bibliometric analysis. In this paper, R
language and VOSviewer software are adopted. R language
provides a convenient bibliometric analysis package for Web
of Science, Scopus, and PubMed databases, by which
mathematical statistics were performed on authors, journals,
countries, and keywords. VOSviewer software provides a
convenient tool for co-occurrence network visualization,
helping map the knowledge structure of a scientific field (Van
Eck and Waltman, 2010).

Data Collection
The bibliometric data was selected and downloaded from the
Web of Science database (www.webofknowledge.com). We
choose the WoS Core Collection, which contained SCI-
EXPANDED, SSCI, and A&HCI papers to focus on high-
quality papers. The data was collected on March 19, 2021.

To identify the documents, we used verb phrases and noun
phrases with the meaning of poverty reduction, such as
“reduce poverty” and “poverty reduction,” as search terms,
because there are several different expressions of “poverty
reduction.” We also considered the combinations of “no
poverty” and SDGs, “zero hungry” and “SDGs.” Because the
search engine will pick up articles that have nothing to do with
“poverty alleviation” depending on what words are used in the
abstract, we employed keyword matching. Meanwhile, to
prevent missing essential work that does not require author
keywords, we also searched the title. Specifically, a retrieval
formula can be written as [AK � (“search term”) OR TI �
(“search term”)] in the advanced search box, where AK means
author keywords and TI means title. Finally, we restricted the
document types to “article” to obtain clear data. Thus, papers
containing search phrases in headings or author keywords

were marked and were guaranteed to be close to the
desired topic.

A total of 2,551 studies were obtained, with 2,464 articles
retained after removing duplicates. Table 1 presents the results
for each search term. The phrasing of “poverty alleviation” and
“poverty reduction” are written preferences.

Descriptive Analysis
Figure 1 gives details of each year’s publications during the
period 2000–2021. The cut-off points of 2006 and 2015 divide
the publication trends into three stages. The first period is
2000–2006, with approximately 40 publications per year. The
second period is 2007–2014, in which production is between
80 and 130 papers annually. The third period is 2015–2021,
with an 18.31% annual growth rate, indicating a growing
interest in this field among scholars. Perhaps this is
because 2006 was the last year of the first decade for the
International Eradication of Poverty, and 2015 is the year that
eliminating all forms of poverty worldwide was formally
adopted as the first goal in the United Nations Summit on
Sustainable Development. Greater access to poverty reduction
plan materials and data is a vital reason for the growth in
papers as well.

We can notice that the milestone year is 1995 when we
examine the time trend with broader horizons (Figure 2).
Before 1995, scant literature touches upon the topic of
“poverty alleviation.” This confirms that in the time range we
check the majority of the development of academic interest in this
issue takes place. Thus, the 21st century has become a period of
booming research on poverty reduction.

BIBLIOMETRIC ANALYSIS

In this section, we offer the bibliometric analysis including the
affiliation statistics, citation analysis and keywords analysis.
Author analysis is not included because some authors’
abbreviations have led to statistical errors.

Affiliation Statistics
From 2000 to 2021, a total of 2,459 articles were published in 979
journals, a wide range. Table 2 lists the top ten journals, which
together account for 439 (17.86%) of the articles in our data set.
Development in Practice and World Development have the most
publications, respectively 121 (4.92%) and 107 (4.35%), followed
by Sustainability at 44 (1.8%). The top 10 journals mostly involve
development or social issues, with some having high impact
factors, including Food Policy (4.189) and Journal of Business
Ethics (4.141).

Figure 3 presents the geographic distribution of the published
articles on poverty reduction. As indicated in the legend, the
white part on the map shows regions with zero published articles
recorded in WoS. Darker shades indicate a greater number of
articles published in the country or region. The US region is
darkest on the map, with 593 articles published, followed by
England, with 412 papers, and China, with 348 articles. Ranking
fourth is South Africa, perhaps because South Africa is a pilot site

TABLE 1 | Information of data collection.

Search terms Count Search terms Count

Poverty alleviation 983 Alleviate poverty 36
Poverty reduction 1,190 Reduce poverty 89
Poverty relief 31 Relief poverty 1
Poverty eradication 51 Eradicate poverty 9
Poverty elimination 5 Eliminate poverty 2
Anti-poverty 153 Duplication 87
No poverty and SDGs 1 Total 2,464
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FIGURE 1 | Annual scientific production.

FIGURE 2 | Annual scientific production in a longer period.
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for many poverty reduction projects. India, for the same reason, is
similarly shaded.

Citation Analysis
The number of citations evaluates the influence and contribution
of individual papers, authors, and nations. The top 10 countries in
total citations are displayed in Table 3. Consistent with the
publication distribution, the leader is the United States
(11,861), with the United Kingdom (8,735) and China (1,666)
following. However, there is a broad gap between China and
England in total citations. The average article citation ranks are
quite different from the total citation list. Notably, Kenya takes
first place based on its average citations per paper, though its total
citations rank seventh, showing that Kenya’s poverty reduction
practices and research are of great interest to a large number of

scholars. By contrast, China’s average article citation is just
roughly one-sixth of Kenya’s. The different pattern of the
number of Chinese publications and citations shows that the
quality of Chinese research must be improved even as it raises its
publication quantity.

Table 4 lists the top 10 most cited articles with their first
author, year, source, total citations, and total citations per year.
Highly cited articles can be used as a benchmark for future
research, and in some way signal the scientific excellence of
each sub-field. For example, Wilson et al. (2006) reminded the
importance of informal sector recycling to poverty alleviation.
Daw et al. (2011) discussed the poverty alleviation benefits from
ecosystem services (ES) with examples in developing countries.
Pagiola et al. (2005) found that Payments for Environmental
Services (PES) can alleviate poverty, and explored the key factors

TABLE 2 | Top 10 sources of publications.

Sources Articles IF (2019)

Development in Practice 121 N/A
World Development 107 3.869
Sustainability 44 2.576
Journal of International Development 31 1.225
Development Policy Review 30 1.093
Food Policy 23 4.189
Journal of Business Ethics 23 4.141
Social Indicators Research 23 1.874
Land Use Policy 20 3.682
Journal of Development Studies 17 1.596

Note: IF is impact factor; data source: https://jcr.clarivate.com/

FIGURE 3 | Spatial distribution of publication in all countries. Note: the data of all countries is from Web of Science.

TABLE 3 | Top ten countries by total citations.

Country Total citations Average article citations

United States 11,861 26.416
United Kingdom 8,735 29.5
China 1,666 5.553
South Africa 1,346 10.547
Australia 1,188 13.055
Netherlands 1,098 23.362
Canada 970 12.933
Germany 916 18.694
Kenya 904 34.769
New Zealand 714 23.032
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of this poverty mitigation effect using evidence from Latin America8.
These three papers combined the environmental ecosystem with
poverty alleviation. Beck et al. (2007), Karnani (2007) explored the
relationships between the SME sector and poverty alleviation and the
private sector and poverty alleviation, respectively. Grindle (2004)
discussed the necessary what, when, and how for good governance of
poverty reduction. Cornwall and Brock (2005) took a critical look at
how the three terms of “participation,” “empowerment” and “poverty
reduction” have come to be used in international development policy.
Adams and Page (2005) examined the impact of international
migration and remittances on poverty. In the theory domain,
Collier and Dollar (2002) derived a poverty-efficient allocation of
aid. Hulme and Shepherd (2003) provided meaning for the term
chronic poverty. Even from the present point of view, these scholars’
studies remain innovative and significant.

Keywords Analysis
The keywords clarify the main direction of the research and are
regarded as a fine indicator for revealing the literature’s content (Su
et al., 2020). Two different types of keywords are provided byWeb of
Science. One is the author keywords, offered by the original authors,
and another is the keywords plus, contrived by extracting from the
cited reference. The frequency of both types of keywords in 2,459

papers is examined respectively in the whole sample and the sub-
sample hereinafter for concentration and coverage.

Whole Sample
Table 5 lists the Top 10 most frequently used keywords and
keyword-plus of total papers. Clearly author keywords are often
repetitive, with “poverty,” “poverty reduction,” and “reduction”
chosen as keywords for the same paper, but these do not
dominate the keywords-plus. Hence, the keywords-plus may
be more precise at identifying relevant content. However, we
used author keywords for the literature screening.

In addition to the terms “poverty” or “poverty reduction or
alleviation,” we note that “China” and “Africa” occur frequently,
with “India” and “Bangladesh” following when we expand the list
from the Top 10 to Top 20 (Supplementary Figure S1). The
appearance of these places coincides with our speculation that the
research was often conducted in Africa, East Asia, or South Asia
once again, whereas the larger compositions are from developing
countries or less developed countries.

The cumulative trend of TOP20 author keywords and
keywords-plus is shown in Supplementary Figure S1. The
diagram also gives some information about other concerns
bound up with anti-poverty programs, including
“microfinance,” “food security,” “livelihoods,” “health,”
“Economic-growth” and “income,” as numerous papers are
focused on these aspects of poverty reduction.

Further, policy study and impact evaluation may be the core
objectives of these papers. Vital evidence can be found in
countless documents. Researchers measured the effect of
policies or programs from various perspectives. In the study of
Jalana and Ravallion (2003), they indicated that ignoring
foregone incomes overstated the benefits of the project when
they estimated net gain from the Argentine workfare scheme.
Meng (2013) found that the 8–7 plan increased rural income in
China’s target counties by about 38% in 1994–2000, but had only
a short-term impact9. Galiani and McEwan (2013) studied the
heterogeneous influences of the Programa de Asignación Familiar

TABLE 4 | Top 10 papers with the highest total citations.

First author Year Source TC TC/Year

Pagiola S (Pagiola et al., 2005) 2005 WORLD DEV 514 30.2
Beck T (Beck et al., 2007) 2007 J ECON GROWTH 510 34.0
Adams Rh (Adams and Page, 2005) 2005 WORLD DEV 500 29.4
Grindle Ms (Grindle, 2004) 2004 GOVERNANCE-INT J POLICY ADM I 397 22.1
Karnani A (Karnani, 2007) 2007 CALIF MANAGE REV 395 26.3
Collier P (Collier and Dollar, 2002) 2002 EUR ECON REV 362 18.1
Wilson Dc (Wilson et al., 2006) 2006 HABITAT INT 353 22.1
Daw T (Daw et al., 2011) 2011 ENVIRON CONSERV 315 28.6
Cornwall A (Cornwall and Brock, 2005) 2005 THIRD WORLD Q 306 18.0
Hulme D (Hulme and Shepherd, 2003) 2003 WORLD DEV 279 14.7

TABLE 5 | Top 10 author keywords and keywords-plus with the highest
frequency.

Keywords (DE) Articles Keywords-plus (ID) Articles

Poverty 598 Growth 153
Poverty reduction 502 Impact 149
Poverty alleviation 493 Poverty 139
Development 111 Inequality 124
Alleviation 109 Poor 119
China 85 Policy 105
Reduction 83 Economic-growth 81
Sub-Saharan Africa 75 Conservation 77
Africa 73 Income 75
Microfinance 60 Africa 73

8This paper indicated that Payments for Environmental Services may reduce
poverty mainly by making payments to poor natural resource managers in
upper watersheds. The effects depend on how many participants are poor, the
poor’s ability to participate, and the amounts paid

98–7 plan is the second wave of China’s poverty alleviation program. The Leading
Group renewed poverty line and the National Poor Counties list in 1993. Targeted
counties received three major interventions: credit assistance, budgetary grants for
investment and public employed projects (i.e., Food-for-Work).
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(PRAF) program, in which implemented education cash transfer
and health cash transfer to people of varying degrees of poverty in
Honduran. Maulu et al. (2021) concluded that rural extension
programs can provide a sustainable solution to poverty. Some
studies also have drawn relatively fresh conclusions or advice on
poverty reduction projects. Mahembe et al. (2019a) found that aid
disbursed in production sectors, infrastructure and economic
development was more effective in reducing poverty through
retrospecting empirical studies of official development assistance
(ODA) or foreign aid on poverty reduction. Meinzen-Dick et al.
(2019) reviewed the literature on women’s land rights (WLR) and
poverty reduction, but found no papers that directly investigate the
link betweenWLR and poverty. Huang and Ying (2018) constructed
a literature review that included the necessity and the ways of
introducing a market mechanism to government poverty
alleviation. Mbuyisa and Leonard (2017) demonstrated that
information and communication technology (ICT) can be used
as a tool for poverty reduction by Small and Medium Enterprises.

Subsample
Web of Science provides the publications of each journal category
(Figure 4). Economics is the largest type of journal, followed by

development studies and environmental studies. Education
should be regarded as an important way to address the
intergenerational poverty trap. However, we note that journals
in education are only a fraction of the total number of journals.
Psychology journals are in a similar position, though endogenous
drivers of poverty reduction have been increasingly emphasized
in recent research. The detailed data can be found in the
supplementary documents. To investigate the differences
between the subdivisions of the research, we chose economic
and environmental journals as sub-samples for further analysis.

As Supplementary Figure S2 shows, the TOP10 author keywords
in economic sample are similar to the whole sample. We note that
microfinance is a real heated research domain both in economic and
whole sample. The poor usually have multiple occupations or self-
employment in very small businesses (Banerjee andDuflo, 2007). The
poor often have less access to formal credit. Karlan and Zinman
(2011) examined a microcredit program in the Philippines and found
that microcredit does expand access to informal credit and increase
the ability against risk. Banerjee et al. (2015a) reported the results of an
assessment of a randommicrocredit scheme in India, which increased
the investment and profits of small-scale enterprises managed by
the poor.

FIGURE 4 | Visualization of journal category from the web of science.
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Several new keywords enter the TOP20 list in the economic
field, including “targeting,” “income distribution,” “productivity,”
“employment,” “rural poverty,” “access,” and “program.”
“Targeting” is an essential topic in the economic field. It
concerns the effectiveness of poverty reduction program and
social fairness. Hence, an abundance of literature reviews the
definitions of poverty that allow individuals to apply for poverty
alleviation programs. Park et al. (2002), Bibi and Duclos (2007),
Kleven and Kopczuk (2011), discussed the inclusion error and
exclusion error in programs’ targeting and identification under
the criterion of poverty lines or specific tangible asset poverty
agency indicators (e.g., whether households have color
televisions, pumps or flooring, and so forth). In practice,
Niehaus et al. (2013) tested the accuracy of different agency
indicators to allocate Below Poverty Line (BPL) cards in India and
found that using a greater number of poverty indicators led to a
deterioration in targeting effectiveness while creating widespread
violations in the implementation because less qualified families
are more likely to pay bribes to investigators. Bardhan and
Mookherjee (2005) explored the targeting effectiveness of
decentralization in the implementation of anti-poverty
projects. He and Wang (2017) assessed the targeting accuracy
of the College Graduate Village Officials (CGVOs) project, a
unique human capital redistribution policy in China, on
poverty alleviation10.

The terms “inequality” and “growth” are first and second in
the keywords-plus. This may be because inequality and growth
are two of the major components in poverty changes in the
economic field, which are stressed in the studies of Datt and
Ravallion (1992), Beck et al. (2007). The ranking may also imply
that the economics of the 21st century is more concerned with
human welfare than the pursuit of rapid economic growth. Since
a growing number of organizations are trying to build human
capital to improve the livelihoods of their clients and further their
mission of lifting themselves out of poverty. McKernan (2002)
showed that social development programs are important
components of microfinance program success. Similarly,
Karlan and Valdivia (2006) argued that increasing business
training can factually improve business knowledge, practice
effectiveness, and revenue. Besides, cash transfers are widely
adopted to reduce income inequality and improve education
and the health status of poor groups (Banerjee et al., 2015b;
Sedlmayr et al., 2020). Benhassine et al. (2015) noted that the
Tayssir Project in Morocco, a cash transfer project, achieved an
increasing improvement of school enrolment rate in the
treatment group, especially for girls11.

We combine the journal types of “Environmental Studies” and
“Environmental Sciences” into one unit for analysis

(Supplementary Figure S3). In the environmental field, the
terms “conservation” and “management” are ranked first and
second. This field also involves “ecosystem services,” “climate
change,” “biodiversity conservation,” and “deforestation,” with
rapid growth in recent years. These themes were discussed by
Alix-Garcia et al. (2013), Alix-Garcia et al. (2015), Sims and Alix-
Garcia (2017) in their investigations of the effect of conditional
cash transfers on environmental degradation, the poverty
alleviation benefits of the ecosystem service payment project,
and comparison of the effects in protected areas and of ecosystem
service payment on poverty reduction in Mexico. The differences
in economic research in poverty reduction and environmental
field show the necessity of strengthening cooperation between
disciplines.

NETWORK ANALYSIS

Network relationship is established by the co-occurrence of two
types of information. It enables mapping of the knowledge nodes
with a joint perspective, instead of viewing scientific ideas in
isolation. The data is imported into VOSviewer software after
removing duplicates by R package. We then provide the co-
authorship analysis, co-citation analysis, and co-keywords
analysis.

Co-Authorship Analysis
Co-authorship may reflect international cooperation as shown by
the country distribution (Figure 5). When the authors of two
countries have a cooperative relationship, a line is generated to
connect the corresponding countries. The size of nodes reflects
the number of countries of origin of the authors. The width of the
line represents the cooperative frequency between them, and the
different colors mark the partition of the countries.

The network includes a total of 1,449 countries, of which 92
meet the threshold of at least five instances of cooperation. The
United States, United Kingdom, China, and South Africa have the
strongest interlinkage with other countries or regions. Whether
countries in each cluster demonstrate international academic
cooperation on poverty reduction is sometimes based on
geographic location. For example, the red cluster includes the
United States, Mexico, Brazil, Chile, and Ecuador. These
countries mainly lie in the Americas. The United Kingdom,
Kenya, Uganda, and South Africa are in the yellow group,
located in Europe and Africa. The green cluster includes
China, Malaysia, and Bangladesh, all Asian countries. The
distribution of countries on each cluster and the map as a
whole show that research on poverty alleviation is usually
conducted by developed and developing nations together. This
may be due to anti-poverty programs in developed countries
usually being subsidized by international non-governmental
organizations, as shown by the branch literature devoted to
foreign aid and poverty reduction (Mahembe et al., 2019b).

Co-Citation Analysis
Co-citation analysis can locate the core classical literature
efficiently (Zhang et al., 2020). Pioneering studies of co-citation

10In the College Graduate Village Officials (CGVOs) program, the government hire
outstanding graduates to work in the rural areas, for example as the village
committee secretary, to help rural development and alleviate poverty. In this
paper, the College Graduate Village Officials assisted eligible poor households to
understand and apply for relevant subsidies, which reduced elite capture of
pro-poor programs and move forward poverty alleviation process
11The Tayssir Project was labeled the Education Support Program, sending a
positive signal of its educative value
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analysis were performed by Small (1973).When an article cited two
other articles, a relationship of co-citation will be established
between these two “cited” articles (González-Alcaide et al.,
2016). Since co-citation aims at reference, it targets the
knowledge base for the past.

Figure 6 displays the co-citation network of the cited
references. The functions of the sizes and colors are the same
as in Figure 5. The most cited papers in the co-citation
relationship are the studies of Foster et al. (1984), Sen et al.
(1999), Dollar and Kraay (2002), which respectively explore
poverty measures, globalization and development, and the
growth impact for the poor.

Figure 7 gives the co-citation heat map of sources, based on
their density. We set the threshold at 20, and 78 cited sources
remained on the map. Different colors signify different clusters
of co-citation. The lighter the color, the more frequently the
journals are cited. There are four major categories. World
development and the Journal of Development Economics have
the largest influence on the red cluster, which mainly contains
development and economic studies. The second cluster is green
and includes the fields of energy, environment, and ecology,
with Ecology Economics as its brightest star. The Journal of
Business Ethics and Annals of Tourism Research are the most-
cited journals in the third and fourth cluster, which represents
the fields of business and tourism. Some psychology studies exist

in transitional spaces between business studies and economic
studies, suggesting a trend of interdisciplinary work. In the past
10 years, we checked manually that psychology and other
interdisciplinary research performed well. Many papers were
published in Science or Nature. In the research of Mani et al.
(2013), there was a causal relationship between poverty and
psychological function. Poverty reduced the cognitive
performance of the poor, because poverty consumes spiritual
resources, leaving fewer cognitive resources to guide choices and
actions. Another psychology-based experiment in Togo showed
that personal proactive training increased the profits of poor
businesses by 30%, while traditional training influence was not
significant (Campos et al., 2017). In the study of Ludwig et al.
(2012), they revealed that the shift from high-poverty to low-
poverty communities resulted in significant long-term
improvements in physical and mental health and subjective
well-being and had a continuing impact on collective efficacy
and neighborhood security.

Co-Words Analysis
The analysis of co-words was performed after the co-citation
analysis. Since it is hard to explain the changes in cluster from
year to another in a co-citation map, Callon et al. (1983)
proposed co-word analysis to identify and visualize scientific
networks and their evolution. Based on our keyword analysis

FIGURE 5 | International networks of co-authorship.
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and following the arguments of Zhang et al. (2016), the
knowledge structures of author keywords and keywords
plus are similar, but keywords plus can mirror a large
proportion of the author keywords when the threshold of
the number of instances of a word exceeds 10. The merger of
two types of keywords will inflate the total number of words,
leaving unique words representing the latest hot spot with
little chance to be selected. Therefore, we conduct the co-
word analysis using keywords plus to map the structure.

We set the minimum number of occurrences to 15, and
100 words with the greatest link strength are selected from
the total of 2,774. As shown in Figure 8, keywords plus
generates 4 clusters. To our delight, each cluster does reflect
the research priorities of each region.

The first cluster (red) reveals studies concerning
livelihood, conservation, management, climate change and
agriculture. These topics have strong interlinkage to Africa,
suggesting that poverty reduction in Africa is often related to
basic livelihood and ecology. The poor in Africa rely on the
ecological conditions heavily as they are facing a more
disadvantaged climate and resources. Therefore, their
poverty reduction process is sometimes highly unstable
and subject to considerable internal and external
constraints. Stevenson and Irz (2009) concluded that the

numerous studies presented almost no evidence of
aquaculture reducing poverty directly.

The second cluster (green) represents studies focused on
economic growth and income inequality, common in China
and India. This pattern may imply that papers of this cluster
focus on the economic conditions of the poor. Other studies
in this cluster are related to migration, health, and welfare.
The third cluster (blue) is the poverty reduction strategies on
microfinance and empowerment, which are associated with
Bangladesh where the Grameen Bank, one of the most
notable and intensely researched microcredit programs,
was founded (McKernan, 2002). This cluster’s studies are
interested in approaches such as business, markets, and
education, to help the poor rise from poverty. The fourth
cluster (yellow) contains studies of poverty reduction
programs on environmental services in Latin America,
where the environmental problem is intertwined with
poverty traps.

Figure 9 shows the time trend of keywords-plus co-
occurrence. Because the keywords plus are extracted from
the cited references, they can reflect the changes in hotspots
from relatively early to the most recent years. As can be seen,
education, technology, and environmental services are the
latest keywords in research on poverty reduction.

FIGURE 6 | Cited reference network of co-citation.
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DISCUSSION

There are several limitations to our bibliometric analysis,
though we undertake an extensive review of the literature.
First, we inevitably lose a fraction of the literature. keywords
and title are chosen as the criteria for helping precisely
concentrate the search results on our subject. However, the
Web of Science core collection on which our study relied is weak
in the coverage of literature to some degree. Hence, there is a
trade-off between the quantity and the quality of literature. We
choose the latter, leading to an unclear restriction of the
comprehensiveness of research. Second, we can identify
recent research status but are not able to locate the Frontier
accurately. Network mapping requires selecting a minimum
occurrence threshold for including corresponding authors,
keywords, and citations into the network. Because a certain
number of citations or new hotspots take several years to be
widely used and studied, this threshold may neglect these
important data (Linnenluecke et al., 2020). One possible
solution is to manually examine the latest published papers
in high-quality journals. Third, the mining of subfields is not
deep enough. In other words, bibliometrics cannot sort out the
main conclusions of literature on poverty reduction. For
instance, we do not know whether the conclusion of different
studies are consistent for the same poverty alleviation project.
Neither do we know the exact mechanism of the anti-poverty

program through bibliometric analysis, which limits the
possibility of finding research points from controversial
conclusions or mechanisms.

However, several points are worth taking into consideration
for the future. To start with, poverty reduction is a natural
interdisciplinary social science problem. Interdisciplinary has
become a major research trend. Except applying cash transfer
to ecological programs, associations are raised. We may discuss
whether the combination of finance and ecology will bring
positive benefits to financial stability, ecological protection,
and poverty reduction by the means of capitalization of
ecological resources or establishing the ecological bank. Our
analysis suggests that some unheeded branch disciplines like
human ethology are contributing to poverty reduction research
as well. Thus, we need to investigate the interdisciplinary
integration and the contribution of marginal disciplines on
poverty reduction.

Then, more attention should be paid the intergenerational
poverty. It requires researchers to extend the time span of
observation and questionnaire investigation. Some work has
been done. One example is the research of Hussain and
Hanjra (2004). They reviewed literature and clarified that
advances in irrigation technologies, such as micro-irrigation
systems, have strong anti-poverty potential, alleviating both
temporary and chronic poverty. Another example is the
research of Jones (2016), which indicated that conditional

FIGURE 7 | Cited source density network of co-citation.
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cash transfers (CCTs) could indeed interrupt the
intergenerational cycle of poverty through human capital
investments. However, there remains a lot of work to be
done for preventing the next generation from returning to
poverty in this turbulent period. In a related matter, the role
of education in isolating intergenerational poverty or
returning to the poverty trap should be highlighted. What
kind of education would more effectively help families out of
poverty, quality education or vocational skill education? How
to allocate educational resources effectively? For poor
students, what kind of psychological intervention in
education is needed to mitigate the impact of native
families and help them grow up confidently? Lots of
questions waiting for empirical answering, yet we note that
the educational journal only took a little fraction of the total
journals in Section 4.3.2.

Next, poverty does exist in prosperous conurbations though
the focal point obtained from keywords analysis is “rural area”.
Nevertheless, both the slums in the center of big cities and
circulative flowing refugees are experiencing more relative
deprivation, representing a state of instability. Chamhuri et al.
(2012) reviewed the objects, causes, and policies of urban poverty.

Exploring how to lift a particular small economic low-lying area
out of poverty is also of great significance. Follow-up researches
should keep up.

Moreover, poverty alleviation needs to be based on
individual or group-specific characteristics to some degree.
It is not feasible to implement a unified poverty alleviation
policy on a large scale. Exquisitely designed randomized
controlled trials are used to reveal the heterogeneous
influence of poverty alleviation programs. Haushofer and
Shapiro (2016) compared the difference between monthly
transfers and one-time lump-sum transfers. The subdivision
research on the effect of poverty reduction programs should be
strengthened. We imagine that a model may be formed to
predict the total poverty reduction effects of different policies
in the various region to obtain an optimized strategy of “No
Poverty” in the future.

Lastly, exploring whether poverty reduction will be
contradictory or coordinate with other SDGs might be a
popular direction. About the literature review, two aspects can
be improved. The first is merging with other databases to
compare the loss of the trade-off between quality and
quantity. Next, subsequent literature reviews need to explore

FIGURE 8 | Keywords-plus co-occurrence cluster map.
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how to better combine manual literature collation and
bibliometrics, especially when the subject is a large topic.

CONCLUSION

Poverty reduction is one of the objectives of welfare
economics and development economics. It is a classic and
lasting topic and has recently come into the limelight. Poverty
reduction studies in the 21st century are usually based on
specific poverty alleviation projects or policies in developing
countries. Researchers examine numerous topics, including
whether the target audience has been precisely identified and
covered in the design and implementation process, whether
poverty reduction projects have been proved effective, what
mechanisms have contributed to the success of poverty
reduction projects, and what caused their failure. The aim
of this paper is to summarize the amount, growth trajectory,
citation, and geographic distribution of the poverty reduction
literature, map the intellectual structure, and highlight
emerging key areas in the research domain using the
bibliometric method. We use the VOSviewer software and
the R language as tools to analyze 2,459 articles published
since 2000.

We have several conclusions. First, the 21st century is a
period of booming research on poverty reduction, and the
number of publications has increased sharply since 2015.
Second, in affiliation analysis, Development in Practice and

World Development are the top publications. The most
frequently cited source of co-citations are World
Development, Ecology Economics, Journal of Business
Ethics, and Annals of Tourism Research, respectively the
centers of the fields of economics, energy, the
environment, and ecology, business, and tourism. Third,
there are differences in the national and regional
distribution of literature, based on the number of publications and
citations. The United States led both the publication list and the total
citation list, followed by the United Kingdom, China, and South
Africa. Yet, there is a huge variation in the number of citations, with
the United States and the United Kingdom having almost 5 to 6 times
more citations than China and South Africa. In terms of average
citations, Kenya is the best performer. The average citation amount in
China is low, implying that Chinese scholars need to improve the
quality of their literature. Fourth, in the keyword analysis, policy
discussion and impact estimation are the two major themes. The
keywords related to poverty reduction are different among different
disciplines. Economics pays more attention to inequality and
growth, while environmental disciplines pay more attention to
protection and management. This may suggest that strengthening
the cooperation between disciplines will lead to more diversified
research perspectives. Fifth, in the co-author analysis, international
cooperation is usually related to geographical location. For
example, there is a large amount of cooperation between
Europe and Africa, within Asia, and between North and South
America. At the same time, poverty reduction research often shows
the cooperative patterns of developed and developing countries.

FIGURE 9 | Keywords-plus co-occurrence time trend map.
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Last, in the co-keyword analysis, four clusters reflect the research
priorities of each region. Poverty reduction in Africa is often related
to basic livelihood and ecology. The economic conditions of the
poor are the concerns of research in China and India. The South
Asia region is also the location of microcredit program
experiments. Poverty traps are intertwined with environmental
problems in Latin America’s literature.

Our findings also offer inspiration for the future. There
may be a need to investigate the interdisciplinary
integration. Intergenerational and urban poverty deserve
attention. The heterogeneous design of poverty alleviation
strategies needs to be further deepened. It might be a popular
direction to figure out whether poverty reduction will be
contradictory with other SDGs and conduct scenario
simulation. We identify shortcomings as well. Finally,
precisely identifying research frontiers requires further
exploration.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

All authors listed have made a substantial, direct, and intellectual
contribution to the work and approved it for publication.

FUNDING

This work is supported by National Natural Science Foundation
of China (NSFC) (grant number 72022009).

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

The SupplementaryMaterial for this article can be found online at:
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2021.754181/
full#supplementary-material

REFERENCES

Adams, R. H., Jr, and Page, J. (2005). Do international Migration and Remittances
Reduce Poverty in Developing Countries? World Develop. 33, 1645–1669.
doi:10.1016/j.worlddev.2005.05.004

Addison, T., Hulme, D., and Kanbur, R. (2008), Poverty Dynamics: Measurement
and Understanding from an Interdisciplinary Perspective. Working Paper No.
19. Brooks World Poverty Institute. Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/
abstract�1246882.

Alix-Garcia, J., McIntosh, C., Sims, K. R. E., and Welch, J. R. (2013). The
Ecological Footprint of Poverty Alleviation: Evidence from Mexico’s
Oportunidades Program. Rev. Econ. Stat. 95, 417–435. doi:10.1162/
REST_a_00349

Alix-Garcia, J. M., Sims, K. R. E., and Yañez-Pagans, P. (2015). Only One Tree from
Each Seed? Environmental Effectiveness and Poverty Alleviation in Mexico’s
Payments for Ecosystem Services Program. Am. Econ. J. Econ. Pol. 7, 1–40.
doi:10.1257/pol.20130139

Amarante, V., Brun, M., and Rossel, C. (2020). Poverty and Inequality in Latin
America’s Research Agenda: A Bibliometric Review. Dev. Pol. Rev. 38, 465–482.
doi:10.1111/dpr.12429

Banerjee, A., Duflo, E., Glennerster, R., and Kinnan, C. (2015). The Miracle of
Microfinance? Evidence from a Randomized Evaluation. Am. Econ. J. Appl.
Econ. 7, 22–53. doi:10.1257/app.20130533

Banerjee, A., Duflo, E., Goldberg, N., Karlan, D., Osei, R., Parienté, W., ...Shapiro, J.,
Thuysbaert, B., and Udry, C. (2015). A Multifaceted Program Causes Lasting
Progress for the Very Poor: Evidence from Six Countries. Science 348, 1260799.
doi:10.1126/science.1260799

Banerjee, A. V., and Duflo, E. (2007). The Economic Lives of the Poor. J. Econ.
Perspect. 21, 141–167. doi:10.1257/089533007780095556

Bardhan, P., and Mookherjee, D. (2005). Decentralizing Antipoverty Program
Delivery in Developing Countries. J. Public Econ. 89, 675–704. doi:10.1016/
j.jpubeco.2003.01.001

Beck, T., Demirgüç-Kunt, A., and Levine, R. (2007). Finance, Inequality and the
Poor. J. Econ. Growth 12, 27–49. doi:10.1007/s10887-007-9010-6

Benhassine, N., Devoto, F., Duflo, E., Dupas, P., and Pouliquen, V. (2015). Turning
a Shove into a Nudge? A "Labeled Cash Transfer" for Education. Am. Econ.
J. Econ. Pol. 7, 86–125. doi:10.1257/pol.20130225

Bibi, S., and Duclos, J.-Y. (2007). Equity and Policy Effectiveness with
Imperfect Targeting. J. Develop. Econ. 83, 109–140. doi:10.1016/
j.jdeveco.2005.12.001

Bourguignon, F., and Chakravarty, S. R. (2019). “The Measurement of
Multidimensional Poverty,” in Poverty, Social Exclusion and Stochastic
Dominance. Themes in Economics (Theory, Empirics, and Policy). Editor
S. Chakravarty (Singapore: Springer), 83–107. doi:10.1007/978-981-13-
3432-0_7

Callon, M., Courtial, J.-P., Turner, W. A., and Bauin, S. (1983). From Translations
to Problematic Networks: An Introduction to Co-word Analysis. Soc. Sci. Inf.
22, 191–235. doi:10.1177/053901883022002003

Campos, F., Frese, M., Goldstein, M., Iacovone, L., Johnson, H. C., McKenzie, D.,
et al. (2017). Teaching Personal Initiative Beats Traditional Training in
Boosting Small Business in West Africa. Science 357, 1287–1290.
doi:10.1126/science.aan5329

Chamhuri, N. H., Karim, H. A., and Hamdan, H. (2012). Conceptual Framework of
Urban Poverty Reduction: A Review of Literature. Proced. - Soc. Behav. Sci. 68,
804–814. doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.12.268

Chen, S., and Ravallion, M. (2013). More Relatively-Poor People in a Less
Absolutely-Poor World. Rev. Income Wealth 59 (1), 1–28. doi:10.1111/
j.1475-4991.2012.00520.x

Collier, P., and Dollar, D. (2002). Aid Allocation and Poverty Reduction. Eur. Econ.
Rev. 46, 1475–1500. doi:10.1016/S0014-2921(01)00187-8

Cornwall, A., and Brock, K. (2005). What Do Buzzwords Do for Development
Policy? a Critical Look at ’participation’, ’empowerment’ and ’poverty
Reduction’. Third World Q. 26, 1043–1060. doi:10.1080/01436590500235603

Datt, G., and Ravallion, M. (1992). Growth and Redistribution Components of
Changes in Poverty Measures. J. Develop. Econ. 38, 275–295. doi:10.1016/0304-
3878(92)90001-P

Daw, T., Brown, K., Rosendo, S., and Pomeroy, R. (2011). Applying the Ecosystem
Services Concept to Poverty Alleviation: the Need to Disaggregate Human
Well-Being. Envir. Conserv. 38, 370–379. doi:10.1017/S0376892911000506

Dollar, D., and Kraay, A. (2002). Growth Is Good for the Poor. J. Econ. Growth 7,
195–225. doi:10.1023/A:1020139631000

Foster, J., Greer, J., and Thorbecke, E. (1984). A Class of Decomposable Poverty
Measures. Econometrica 52, 761–766. doi:10.2307/1913475

Galiani, S., and McEwan, P. J. (2013). The Heterogeneous Impact of Conditional
Cash Transfers. J. Public Econ. 103, 85–96. doi:10.1016/j.jpubeco.2013.04.004

González-Alcaide, G., Calafat, A., Becoña, E., Thijs, B., and Glänzel, W. (2016). Co-
Citation Analysis of Articles Published in Substance Abuse Journals:
Intellectual Structure and Research Fields (2001-2012). J. Stud. Alcohol.
Drugs 77, 710–722. doi:10.15288/jsad.2016.77.710

Grindle, M. S. (2004). Good Enough Governance: Poverty Reduction and Reform
in Developing Countries. Governance 17, 525–548. doi:10.1111/j.0952-
1895.2004.00256.x

Haushofer, J., and Shapiro, J. (2016). The Short-Term Impact of Unconditional
Cash Transfers to the Poor: Experimental Evidence from Kenya*. Q. J. Econ.
131, 1973–2042. doi:10.1093/qje/qjw025

He, G., andWang, S. (2017). Do college Graduates Serving as Village Officials Help
Rural China. Am. Econ. J. Appl. Econ. 9, 186–215. doi:10.1257/app.20160079

Huang, D., and Ying, Z. (2018). A Review on Precise Poverty Alleviation by
Introducing Market Mechanism in a Context Dominated by Government, 2nd
International Forum on Management, Education and Information Technology
Application. Paris: Atlantis Press, 110–117. doi:10.2991/ifmeita-17.2018.19

Frontiers in Communication | www.frontiersin.org October 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 75418114

Yu and Huang Poverty Reduction in 21st

56

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2021.754181/full#supplementary-material
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcomm.2021.754181/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2005.05.004
https://ssrn.com/abstract=1246882
https://ssrn.com/abstract=1246882
https://ssrn.com/abstract=1246882
https://doi.org/10.1162/REST_a_00349
https://doi.org/10.1162/REST_a_00349
https://doi.org/10.1257/pol.20130139
https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12429
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20130533
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1260799
https://doi.org/10.1257/089533007780095556
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2003.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2003.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10887-007-9010-6
https://doi.org/10.1257/pol.20130225
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdeveco.2005.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdeveco.2005.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-3432-0_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-3432-0_7
https://doi.org/10.1177/053901883022002003
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aan5329
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.12.268
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4991.2012.00520.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4991.2012.00520.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0014-2921(01)00187-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436590500235603
https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-3878(92)90001-P
https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-3878(92)90001-P
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0376892911000506
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1020139631000
https://doi.org/10.2307/1913475
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2013.04.004
https://doi.org/10.15288/jsad.2016.77.710
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0952-1895.2004.00256.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0952-1895.2004.00256.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjw025
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20160079
https://doi.org/10.2991/ifmeita-17.2018.19
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication#articles


Hubacek, K., Baiocchi, G., Feng, K., and Patwardhan, A. (2017). Poverty
Eradication in a Carbon Constrained World. Nat. Commun. 8 (1), 1–9.
doi:10.1038/s41467-017-00919-4

Hulme, D., and Shepherd, A. (2003). Conceptualizing Chronic Poverty. World
Develop. 31, 403–423. doi:10.1016/S0305-750X(02)00222-X

Hussain, I., and Hanjra, M. A. (2004). Irrigation and Poverty Alleviation: Review of
the Empirical Evidence. Irrig. Drain. 53, 1–15. doi:10.1002/ird.114

Jalan, J., and Ravallion, M. (2003). Estimating the Benefit Incidence of an
Antipoverty Program by Propensity-Score Matching. J. Business Econ. Stat.
21, 19–30. doi:10.1198/073500102288618720

Jones, H. (2016). More Education, Better Jobs? A Critical Review of CCTs and
Brazil’s Bolsa Família Programme for Long-Term Poverty Reduction. Soc. Pol.
Soc. 15, 465–478. doi:10.1017/S1474746416000087

Karlan, D., and Valdivia, M. (2011). Teaching Entrepreneurship: Impact of
Business Training on Microfinance Clients and Institutions. Rev. Econ. Stat.
93, 510–527. doi:10.1162/REST_a_00074

Karlan, D., and Zinman, J. (2011). Microcredit in Theory and Practice: Using
Randomized Credit Scoring for Impact Evaluation. Science 332, 1278–1284.
doi:10.1126/science.1200138

Karnani, A. (2007). The Mirage of Marketing to the Bottom of the Pyramid: How
the Private Sector Can Help Alleviate Poverty. Calif. Manage. Rev. 49, 90–111.
doi:10.2307/41166407

Kleven, H. J., and Kopczuk, W. (2011). Transfer Program Complexity and the
Take-Up of Social Benefits. Am. Econ. J. Econ. Pol. 3, 54–90. doi:10.1257/
pol.3.1.54

Kwan, C., Walsh, C. A., and Donaldson, R. (2018). Old Age Poverty: A Scoping
Review of the Literature. Cogent Soc. Sci. 4, 1478479–1478521. doi:10.1080/
23311886.2018.1478479

Li, R., Shan, Y., Bi, J., Liu, M., Ma, Z., Wang, J., et al. (2021). Balance between
Poverty Alleviation and Air Pollutant Reduction in China. Environ. Res. Lett. 16
(9), 094019. doi:10.1088/1748-9326/ac19db

Linnenluecke, M. K., Marrone, M., and Singh, A. K. (2020). Conducting Systematic
Literature Reviews and Bibliometric Analyses. Aust. J. Manage. 45, 175–194.
doi:10.1177/0312896219877678

Ludwig, J., Duncan, G. J., Gennetian, L. A., Katz, L. F., Kessler, R. C., Kling, J. R.,
et al. (2012). Neighborhood Effects on the Long-Term Well-Being of Low-
Income Adults. Science 337, 1505–1510. doi:10.1126/science.1224648

Mahembe, E., Odhiambo, N. M., and Read, R. (2019). Foreign Aid and Poverty
Reduction: A Review of International Literature. Cogent Soc. Sci. 5, 1625741.
doi:10.1080/23311886.2019.1625741

Mahembe, E., Odhiambo, N. M., and Read, R. (2019). Foreign Aid and Poverty
Reduction: A Review of International Literature. Cogent Soc. Sci. 5, 1625741.
doi:10.1080/23311886.2019.1625741

Mani, A., Mullainathan, S., Shafir, E., and Zhao, J. (2013). Poverty Impedes
Cognitive Function. Science 341, 976–980. doi:10.1126/science.1238041

Maulu, S., Hasimuna, O. J., Mutale, B., Mphande, J., and Siankwilimba, E. (2021).
Enhancing the Role of Rural Agricultural Extension Programs in Poverty
Alleviation: A Review. Cogent Food Agric. 7, 1886663. doi:10.1080/
23311932.2021.1886663

Mbuyisa, B., and Leonard, A. (2017). The Role of ICTUse in SMEs towards Poverty
Reduction: A Systematic Literature Review. J. Int. Dev. 29, 159–197.
doi:10.1002/jid.3258

McKernan, S.-M. (2002). The Impact of Microcredit Programs on Self-
Employment Profits: Do Noncredit Program Aspects Matter. Rev. Econ.
Stat. 84, 93–115. doi:10.1162/003465302317331946

Meinzen-Dick, R., Quisumbing, A., Doss, C., and Theis, S. (2019). Women’s Land Rights
as a Pathway to Poverty Reduction: Framework and Review of Available Evidence.
Agric. Syst. 172, 72–82. doi:10.1016/j.agsy.2017.10.009

Meng, L. (2013). Evaluating China’s Poverty Alleviation Program: a Regression
Discontinuity Approach. J. Public Econ. 101, 1–11. doi:10.1016/j.jpubeco.2013.02.004

Merediz-Solà, I., and Bariviera, A. F. (2019). A Bibliometric Analysis of Bitcoin Scientific
Production. Res. Int. Business Finance 50, 294–305. doi:10.1016/j.ribaf.2019.06.008

Niehaus, P., Atanassova, A., Bertrand, M., and Mullainathan, S. (2013). Targeting
with Agents. Am. Econ. J. Econ. Pol. 5, 206–238. doi:10.1257/pol.5.1.206

Pagiola, S., Arcenas, A., and Platais, G. (2005). Can Payments for Environmental
Services Help Reduce Poverty? an Exploration of the Issues and the Evidence to
Date from Latin America. World Develop. 33, 237–253. doi:10.1016/
j.worlddev.2004.07.011

Park, A., Wang, S., and Wu, G. (2002). Regional Poverty Targeting in China.
J. Public Econ. 86, 123–153. doi:10.1016/S0047-2727(01)00108-6

Pritchard, A. (1969). Oecologia. J. Doc. 50, 348–349. doi:10.2307/1934868
Sedlmayr, R., Shah, A., and Sulaiman, M. (2020). Cash-plus: Poverty Impacts of

Alternative Transfer-Based Approaches. J. Develop. Econ. 144, 102418.
doi:10.1016/j.jdeveco.2019.102418

Sen, A. (1999). “Development as freedom,” in The Globalization and Development
Reader: Perspectives on Development and Global Change. Editors J. T. Roberts,
A. B. Hite, and N. Chorev (New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons), 525.

Sims, K. R. E., and Alix-Garcia, J. M. (2017). Parks versus PES: Evaluating Direct
and Incentive-Based Land Conservation in Mexico. J. Environ. Econ. Manage.
86, 8–28. doi:10.1016/j.jeem.2016.11.010

Small, H. (1973). Co-citation in the Scientific Literature: A New Measure of the
Relationship between Two Documents. J. Am. Soc. Inf. Sci. 24, 265–269.
doi:10.1002/asi.4630240406

Stevenson, J. R., and Irz, X. (2009). Is Aquaculture Development an Effective Tool
for Poverty Alleviation? A Review of Theory and Evidence. Cah. Agric. 18,
292–299. doi:10.1684/agr.2009.0286

Su, Y., Yu, Y., and Zhang, N. (2020). Carbon Emissions and Environmental
Management Based on Big Data and Streaming Data: A Bibliometric
Analysis. Sci. Total Environ. 733, 138984. doi:10.1016/j.scitotenv.2020.138984

Van Eck, N. J., and Waltman, L. (2010). Software Survey: VOSviewer, a Computer
Program for Bibliometric Mapping. Scientometrics 84, 523–538. doi:10.1007/
s11192-009-0146-3

Wilson, D. C., Velis, C., and Cheeseman, C. (2006). Role of Informal Sector
Recycling in Waste Management in Developing Countries. Habitat Int. 30,
797–808. doi:10.1016/j.habitatint.2005.09.005

Zhang, J., Yu, Q., Zheng, F., Long, C., Lu, Z., and Duan, Z. (2016). Comparing
Keywords Plus of WOS and Author Keywords: A Case Study of Patient
Adherence Research. J. Assn Inf. Sci. Tec 67, 967–972. doi:10.1002/asi.23437

Zhang, X., Yu, Y., and Zhang,N. (2020). Sustainable SupplyChainManagement under Big
Data: a Bibliometric Analysis. Jeim 34, 427–445. doi:10.1108/JEIM-12-2019-0381

Zhou, D., Cai, K., and Zhong, S. (2021). A Statistical Measurement of Poverty
Reduction Effectiveness: Using China as an Example. Soc. Indic. Res. 153,
39–64. doi:10.1007/s11205-020-02474-w

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of
the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in
this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2021 Yu and Huang. This is an open-access article distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution
or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the
copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is
cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or
reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Communication | www.frontiersin.org October 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 75418115

Yu and Huang Poverty Reduction in 21st

57

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-017-00919-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(02)00222-X
https://doi.org/10.1002/ird.114
https://doi.org/10.1198/073500102288618720
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746416000087
https://doi.org/10.1162/REST_a_00074
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1200138
https://doi.org/10.2307/41166407
https://doi.org/10.1257/pol.3.1.54
https://doi.org/10.1257/pol.3.1.54
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2018.1478479
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2018.1478479
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/ac19db
https://doi.org/10.1177/0312896219877678
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1224648
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2019.1625741
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2019.1625741
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1238041
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311932.2021.1886663
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311932.2021.1886663
https://doi.org/10.1002/jid.3258
https://doi.org/10.1162/003465302317331946
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2017.10.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2013.02.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ribaf.2019.06.008
https://doi.org/10.1257/pol.5.1.206
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2004.07.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2004.07.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0047-2727(01)00108-6
https://doi.org/10.2307/1934868
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jdeveco.2019.102418
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeem.2016.11.010
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.4630240406
https://doi.org/10.1684/agr.2009.0286
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scitotenv.2020.138984
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11192-009-0146-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11192-009-0146-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2005.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.23437
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEIM-12-2019-0381
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-020-02474-w
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/communication#articles


Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 January 2022 | Volume 12 | Article 813858

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 12 January 2022

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.813858

Edited by: 
Yin Ma,  

Lanzhou University, China

Reviewed by: 
Chih-Chun Kung,  

Jiangxi University of Finance and 
Economics, China

Zhaohui Liu,  
West Yunnan University of Applied 

Sciences, China

*Correspondence: 
Haiyan Song  

songhaiyan2021@sohu.com
Tanaporn Hongsuchon  

tanaporn.h@chula.ac.th

Specialty section: 
This article was submitted to  

Organizational Psychology,  
a section of the journal  
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 12 November 2021
Accepted: 08 December 2021

Published: 12 January 2022

Citation:
Song H, Hongsuchon T, 

Kittikowit S and Dong Z (2022) 
Assessing the Antecedents and 

Consequence of Enterprise 
Transformation: A Quantitative 

Approach.
Front. Psychol. 12:813858.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.813858

Assessing the Antecedents and 
Consequence of Enterprise 
Transformation: A Quantitative 
Approach
Haiyan Song 1*, Tanaporn Hongsuchon 2*, Santhaya Kittikowit 2 and Zhe Dong 1

1 Trade and Economic Management School, Huzhou Vocational and Technical College, Huzhou, China, 2 Chulalongkorn 
Business School, Chulalongkorn University, Bangkok, Thailand

With the negative impact of COVID-19, the continuous recession of economic globalization, 
and the increasing market competition, enterprise transformation gradually becomes the 
theme of enterprise management. Although more and more scholars and companies 
have paid attention to the importance of enterprise transformation, most of the research 
on it is still at the qualitative level of theoretical descriptions and lacks a comprehensive 
consideration and empirical research on its motivation and performance. In view of this, 
this study analyzes the overall driving effect of technological innovation and the internal 
and external environment on enterprise transformation from the perspective of its drivers 
and analyzes in depth its causes and consequences for different industries (construction 
and real estate industries). The study also analyzes the antecedents and consequences 
of enterprise transformation and its differences in different industries (construction and 
real estate). In this study, a sample of middle and senior management of 10 companies 
with a valid sample of 401 is collected. Structural equation modeling results indicate that 
competitive advantage, technological innovation, and market pressure significantly affect 
enterprise transformation, which is an antecedent of corporate performance. Further, the 
results of the multiple-group analysis also reveal some significant differences between the 
theoretical models of the construction and real estate communities. Finally, suggestions 
are made based on the findings.

Keywords: technological innovation, enterprise transformation, corporate performance, market pressure, 
multiple-group analysis

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, scholars have proposed many research themes and frontier hotspots in the 
field of enterprise transformation research, including transformation motives (Yang et  al., 
2017; Zhao et  al., 2020; Vrolijk, 2021), global value chain (Gereffi and Lee, 2016; Song 
et  al., 2016; Reis et  al., 2021), transformation strategies and paths (Zhu, 2019; Efogo, 2020; 
Yang et  al., 2021), transformation models (Schaltegger et  al., 2016; Li et  al., 2019; Cao, 
2020), transformation experiences and case studies (Mao and Wen, 2012; Zhou et  al., 2018; 
Jia et  al., 2021). Obviously, as a competitive strategy to enhance the competitiveness or high 
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value-added of enterprises, enterprise transformation has 
become a hot topic of attention in academic and practical 
circles and has become a meaningful and rich topic of 
discussion and management research in the field of business-
market relationship. In the context of COVID-19 and China’s 
economic transformation, it has become the mainstream of 
business management for companies to respond positively to 
the transformation (Yuan et  al., 2020; Fu et  al., 2021; Kong 
et al., 2021). Therefore, enterprise transformation has become 
increasingly important in market competition and relying on 
transformation to maintain continuous change and innovation 
capabilities extremely important for companies to survive and 
thrive in a rapidly changing business environment. The existing 
literature analyzes the importance of enterprise transformation 
theory from the following aspects.

First, enterprise transformation helps to alleviate the pressure 
of upgrading. The timely choice of transformation by firms 
helps firms avoid the pressure that the original industry has 
become difficult to provide sufficient growth space for firms 
(Crossa, 2021), helps improve the competitive position of firms 
within the industry, influences firms to enter industries with 
profitability (Leao and da Silva, 2021), helps firms to enter 
more profitable capital and technology-intensive fields (Poon, 
2004), influences firms to move from low value-added activities 
to high value-added activities (Kong et al., 2021), and influences 
firms to move from simple activities to complex design and 
R&D innovation, thus improving competitiveness and business 
performance (Jia et  al., 2021).

Second, enterprise transformation helps to enhance core 
competitiveness (Bell and Albu, 1999). Enterprise transformation 
propels enterprises to transform from OEM to ODM, or even 
advanced forms such as DMS and EMS, to enhance technological 
competitiveness; it propels enterprises to transform from OEM 
and ODM to OBM, to enhance brand competitiveness; or it 
propels enterprises to exploit technological synergies, thus 
entering industries with greater value-added potential (Zhu 
et  al., 2006). By moving from contract manufacturing (OEM) 
to R&D and design (ODM) and establishing independent brands 
(OBM), improving product quality and enhancing international 
competitiveness (Mao et  al., 2010), and ultimately achieving 
independent innovation and transformation of enterprises 
(Amsden, 1989; Zhao et  al., 2020).

Third, enterprises transformation helps increase value-added. 
Enterprises actively engage in transformation activities can make 
enterprises restructure production factors, influence the improvement 
of input-output efficiency, and realize process upgrading; drive 
enterprises to introduce advanced production lines, influence the 
improvement of existing products and the launch of new products, 
and realize product upgrading; enable enterprises to increase the 
added value of products, influence the trade-off of existing functions 
and the acquisition of new functions, and realize function upgrading; 
then promote the transfer of industrial knowledge, which acts 
on related industries, and then realizes industrial upgrading (Gereffi 
and Lee, 2016). Therefore, for enterprises, “realizing independent 
innovation and transformation path” can not only “explore new 
business and development directions,” but also “obtain and maintain 
a stable competitive advantage” through the increase of added 

value in the industrial chain (Humphrey and Schmitz, 2002; 
Kaplinsky and Morris, 2003; Kong et  al., 2021).

Thus, although the importance of enterprise transformation 
has been recognized by many enterprises and academics, and 
a series of valuable results have been obtained from related 
researches, the existing literature on the drivers of enterprise 
transformation still has several shortcomings in the following 
aspects. The existing literature focuses on the driving effect of 
independent variables on enterprise transformation, but there is 
no research on the driving mechanism of technological innovation 
under the combined effect of internal and external conditions. 
Enterprise transformation is influenced by the external environment, 
especially the competitive market pressure faced by technological 
innovation, and is also constrained by the competitive advantage 
in the internal environment. A comprehensive analysis of 
technological innovation and its internal and external influencing 
factors is beneficial for a deeper understanding of the driving 
effect of enterprise transformation. Studies have considered 
technological innovation as an important antecedent driver of 
enterprise transformation, ignoring the evaluation of the acquisition 
of sustainable competitiveness and the improvement of the added 
value of products and services, that is, the evaluation of the 
corporate performance of enterprise transformation. In addition, 
research has neglected the evaluation of the acquisition of 
sustainable competitiveness and the improvement of added value 
of products and services, that is, the measurement of corporate 
performance as a result of enterprise transformation. The existing 
studies mainly focus on samples from developed countries, and 
there is a lack of research on the construction of the theoretical 
system of enterprise transformation in China.

Based on the above discussion, this study takes COVID-19 
as the research background, constructs a theoretical model of 
internal and external conditions affecting enterprise 
transformation, takes local real estate enterprises as the research 
object, and takes middle and senior managers of enterprises 
as effective samples, uses structural equation modeling to verify 
the explanatory power of the mechanism of action of enterprise 
transformation and upgrading, analyzes how technological 
innovation has a driving effect on enterprise transformation 
and upgrading under the overall market pressure and competitive 
advantage, so as to understand the important influencing factors 
affecting enterprise transformation and upgrading and their 
antecedents and consequences. This study provides practical 
guidance on the role mechanism of enterprise transformation 
under COVID-19 and theoretical support for improving the 
mechanism of enterprise transformation by deeply exploring 
its inherent theoretical logic and influence mechanism.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH 
HYPOTHESES

The Driving Role of Technological 
Innovation
As an important driver of enterprise transformation, technological 
innovation is conducive to the continuous improvement of 
product or service quality, which helps enterprises to meet 
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the consumer’s consumption intention and demand well, thus 
enhancing the market share and enterprise market 
competitiveness. In addition, technological innovation contributes 
to the renewal of production processes and procedures, the 
improvement of production efficiency and the reduction of 
production costs, and ultimately the improvement of business 
performance (Hame, 1998; Cohen, 2010). Corporate performance 
is an important evaluation indicator of business operation and 
development. Its financial indicators can reflect the productive 
capacity of the company, the synergistic effect of the division 
of labor and cooperation among the team members of the 
company, and the trust and sense of belonging of the employees 
to the development of the company (Hackman, 1987).

It has been shown that technological innovation can enhance 
corporate performance (Jefferson et  al., 2006). Xu et  al. (2018) 
took equipment manufacturing enterprises as the research object 
and argued that corporate technological innovation had a 
significant positive impact on corporate performance from the 
perspective of low-carbon theory through a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative methods. Based on the theory of 
disruptive innovation, Wu et  al. (2013) showed through an 
empirical test of 201 firms’ data that technological innovation 
not only had a significant impact on corporate performance, 
but also found that the relationship between different 
combinations of technological innovation and market orientation 
have distinct effects on corporate performance.

Based on this, we  propose the following hypothesis.

H1: Technological innovation is positively related to 
corporate performance.

Technological innovation has a driving role in enterprise 
transformation. To meet the continuous challenges of 
transformation, companies are required to improve their existing 
products, technologies, and market services through technological 
innovation in order to optimize their organizational structure, 
reduce production costs and increase operational efficiency 
(Zhang and Zhao, 2015). By relying on new technology 
development, new business development, optimization of business 
operation model and internal organizational restructuring, and 
even equipment renewal, enterprise transformation enters into 
higher value-added industries, which drives the improvement 
of production processes, manufacturing methods, and product 
quality, thus promoting enterprises from the lower end of the 
value chain to the higher end of the value chain and ultimately 
improve their competitiveness. Enterprise transformation can 
increase the share of revenue from new types of business, 
improve product quality and brand image, and increase the 
added value of products. Thus, technological innovation helps 
to drive transformation by changing the technological trajectory 
of the firm (Lin et  al., 2015).

The high correlation that exists between technological 
innovation and transformation has been argued by prior studies. 
For example, in studying the factors influencing enterprise 
transformation in manufacturing industries of China, Kong (2012) 
examined the link between enterprise innovation behavior and 
enterprise size and enterprise transformation through statistical 

empirical evidence, and based on this, he  used a binary choice 
model to find that enterprise innovation capability is the most 
critical factor of enterprise transformation. Bi et al. (2017) found 
that low-carbon technological innovation had a significant driving 
effect on manufacturing industry upgrading when they investigated 
the relationship between manufacturing industry upgrading and 
low-carbon technological breakthrough innovation. Based on the 
above discussion, we  propose the following hypothesis.

H2: Technological innovation is positively related to 
enterprise transformation.

Technological innovation enables a company to provide more 
attractive products or services than its competitors, and to 
gain a sustainable competitive advantage in a highly competitive 
industry. Compared with competitors, technological innovation 
enables companies to gain economies of scale and learning 
curve effects in the market competition, which helps companies 
to provide products or services that are acceptable to customers 
at the lowest production cost and keep the cost of products 
or services at the leading level in the industry. Equally important, 
technological innovation is used by firms to provide unique 
products or services to customers in certain segments of the 
value chain and win their favor. As an important source of 
low-cost competitive advantage or differentiated competitive 
advantage, technological innovation has a great impact on the 
competitive advantage of a company.

It has been shown that technological innovation has a 
significant role in determining the relative cost position or 
differentiation of products. Mang (1998) pointed out that by 
investing more in R&D and implementing product differentiation 
strategies, one can win a dominant position in a competitive 
market and gain competitive advantage. Wang (2007) concluded 
through an empirical study that indigenous technological 
innovation is a significant influencing factor to improve the 
competitive advantage of manufacturing trade, and further 
drive technological innovation. Thus, this study suggests that 
there is a significant linkage between technological innovation 
and competitive advantage. Based on this, we  propose the 
following hypothesis.

H3: Technological innovation is positively related to 
competitive advantage.

The Mechanism of Enterprise 
Transformation on Corporate Performance
Enterprise transformation helps enterprises to enhance their 
competitive advantage and obtain great economic benefits. Through 
transformation, enterprises can participate in social division of 
labor in the capital and technology-intensive economy at the 
higher end of the value chain (Gereffi, 1999), enhance their 
competitive advantage and produce value-added products with 
technological and market advantages (Humphrey and Schmitz, 
2004), and shift from the role of producers of labor-intensive 
low-value products to manufacturers of capital- or 
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technology-intensive products (Poon, 2004), thus gaining 
competitive advantage and high returns. At the same time, in 
order to cope with the crisis caused by the change of business 
environment or the challenge caused by the renewal of the 
industry in which the company is located (Porter, 1991), it is 
also a strategic motive for companies to obtain core competitiveness 
and long-term development to break through the bottleneck of 
development and find the direction of transformation and greater 
profitability through transformation (Blumenthal and Haspeslagh, 
1994). Therefore, enterprise transformation can enable companies 
to obtain great corporate performance.

The existing literature has pointed out the relationship 
between enterprise transformation and corporate performance. 
Kaplinsky and Morris (2003) distinguished and explained the 
relationship between enterprise transformation and corporate 
performance resulting from transformation. By distinguishing 
the types of transformation, Qiu and Liu (2015) pointed out 
that product upgrading could directly contribute to corporate 
performance or indirectly affect the increase of corporate 
performance by promoting technological innovation; while 
functional upgrading had a positive impact on corporate 
performance only through technological innovation. The positive 
impact of functional upgrading on corporate performance can 
only occur through technological innovation, and functional 
upgrading without technological innovation will have a negative 
impact on corporate performance. As a result, we  propose the 
hypothesis that.

H4: Enterprise transformation is positively related to 
corporate performance.

The Driving Role of Market Pressure
In the competitive modern market, enterprises integrate internal 
conditions and external environmental resources and need to 
balance the interests of stakeholders’ needs in order to seek 
long-term survival and development.

Therefore, enterprises bring a huge market pressure for 
meeting the stakeholder’s interest needs, which forces them 
to actively respond to innovation and pay attention to scientific 
and technological issues in the market competition. By further 
research, Eiadat et al. (2008) argued that technological innovation 
not only positively affected the growth of corporate performance 
and the winning of competitive advantage, but also responded 
to pressures from the market side (including consumers, suppliers, 
and peer competitors). Jennings (1995) stated that demand 
pressure from stakeholders, both internal and external to the 
firm, would force firms to focus on innovation issues and 
take the initiative to engage in technological innovation. Zhai 
and Bi (2016) pointed out through a study of listed high-tech 
enterprises that when firms faced market pressure, the driving 
force of exploratory innovation investment and developmental 
innovation investment would be  correspondingly increased 
through meta-innovation investment, with developmental 
innovation investment playing a much obvious role. From the 
perspective of asset specificity, Xu et  al. (2015) found that 
although there was a significant difference in market pressure 

faced by different firms, as the investment in research and 
development increased, the firm would win the competitive 
advantage and excess profit.

In view of this, the following hypotheses are proposed in 
this study:

H5: Market pressure is positively related to 
technological innovation.
H6: Market pressure is positively related to 
corporate performance.

In addition, the continued intensification of competition will 
also have technology or products that are difficult to create long-
term revenue for the company, which will lead to the further 
expansion of the market pressure faced by the company. As the 
pressure continues to increase, firms, in order to gain great 
revenue and sustained competitive advantage, will then make 
enterprise transformation or upgrade through technological 
innovation, thus successfully avoid market pressure (Li et  al., 
2005). Under the pressure of market competition and market 
pressure, enterprises will make fundamental transformation and 
changes to their business direction, strategic structure, and resource 
allocation, in an attempt to alleviate competition and market 
pressure, enhance social value and regain competitive advantage.

Many scholars have conducted research on this subject, 
expecting to help companies to survive the crisis and transform 
successfully. Clemons and Hann (1999) clearly argued that 
regular transformation of most firms had become increasingly 
important in the current competitive market. Mao and Wang 
(2006) pointed out through a study of local enterprises that 
enterprise transformation was a unique phenomenon in emerging 
economies because enterprises in emerging economies were 
facing greater market pressure than those in developed countries, 
and the study also pointed out that intense market pressures 
are also opportunities and spaces for corporate transformation 
and upgrading. Zhou and Yang (2013) took Guangdong foreign 
trade enterprises as the research object and found through 
structural equation modeling that the market pressure of SMEs 
and large enterprises had significant influence on the aspects 
of enterprise transformation and government policy support, 
but their current difficulties, transformation direction, and 
policy needs and other pressures had significant differences, 
so the government needed to introduce appropriate support 
policies according to the specific situation of different types 
of enterprises.

Based on this, we  propose the following hypothesis.

H7: Market pressure is positively related to 
enterprise transformation.

The Driving Role of Competitive 
Advantage
Resource-based theory suggests that the optimal combination 
and reallocation of a firm’s valuable, scarce, and inimitable 
resources is an important source of gaining competitive 
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advantage (Barney et  al., 2001). The key resources and key 
capabilities that companies have are the foundation for enterprise 
transformation and the starting point and beginning of 
enterprise transformation (Makadok, 2001; Makadok and 
Barney, 2001). Therefore, full understanding and judgment 
of key resources and capabilities is an important part of 
enterprise competitive advantage identification. As the 
competitive advantage of enterprise transformation, abundant 
key resources and capabilities become the antecedent 
determinants of enterprise transformation, which is an 
important prerequisite for enterprises to carry out 
transformation. On the one hand, capital accumulation, as 
a key resource, is conducive to the success of enterprise 
transformation by improving the level of technological 
innovation, enhancing product brand image, and establishing 
independent brands through good corporate performance 
(Forbes and Wield, 2002). On the other hand, the impact 
of different types of resources on corporate performance 
varies. The impact of resources underlying strategic alliances 
on corporate performance occurs under uncertain conditions 
of technological innovation or when the level of product 
innovation is low, and competitive advantage has a significant 
impact on market performance (Murray and Greenes, 2006). 
Strategic alliance partner resources act on the choice between 
partners and influence the adaptation between partners through 
partner choice, which in turn synergistically affects the 
performance of alliance business strategies (Luo, 1997). 
Remodeling the organizational structure and matching corporate 
resources facilitate the speed of transformation, capturing key 
factors of enterprise transformation such as management 
culture and innovation culture, reducing strategic restructuring 
and generating benefits, improving corporate performance, 
and gaining competitive advantage (Luo and Chi, 2005).

Competitive advantage can continuously create added value 
for customers, win customer satisfaction and loyalty, and obtain 
superior corporate performance over competitors. Protogerou 
et al. (2011) argued that competitive advantage could continuously 
create superior value for customers and enable firms to achieve 
superior performance, and further pointed out that competitive 
advantage led to performance including not only financial 
performance but also non-financial performance, such as product 
quality, customer satisfaction, etc. Wang (2016) showing that 
corporate core competencies had a positive effect on corporate 
performance. Through a questionnaire survey of 296 firms in 
China, and the results of the analysis with structural equation 
modeling and partial least squares, they found that corporate 
core competencies were a mediating variable of information 
technology affecting corporate performance. Therefore, 
we  propose the following hypotheses.

H8: Competitive advantage is positively related to 
enterprise transformation.
H9: Competitive advantage is positively related to 
corporate performance.

In summary, this study proposes a research model as shown 
in Figure  1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
In this study, real estate companies and construction companies 
are selected as the research samples. The reasons are as follows, 
First, because the construction industry is currently facing 
the bottleneck of rising energy efficiency in buildings, and 
the in-depth promotion of transformation has become an 
important way for it to break through the bottleneck and 
achieve green and high-quality development. Second, due to 
the significant structural changes in the real estate market 
and the adjustment of relevant national policies, transformation 
has become a new development direction being explored by 
the real estate industry. Therefore, it is of more practical 
value to study the industry and enterprises where transformation 
is imperative. The questionnaires of this study are targeted 
at middle and senior managers of enterprises. The data 
collection of this study is completed through two rounds of 
questionnaire survey.

The first round of research, which started at the end of 
March and lasted until the end of June 2021, selected five 
real estate enterprises, and a total of 230 middle and senior 
managers in the real estate industry participated in the 
questionnaire survey, and a total of 208 valid questionnaires 
were obtained. The second round of research, which started 
from the beginning of July and lasted until the end of August 
2021, selected five construction enterprises, and a total of 220 
middle and senior managers of the construction industry 
participated in the questionnaire survey, and a total of 193 
valid questionnaires were obtained. A total of 401 valid samples 
were obtained in the two rounds of research. Among them, 
75.56% was male, 89.56% under 45 years old, 2.89% over 60 years 
old, 13.78% of master’s degree and above, 52.22% of bachelor’s 
degree, and 34% of specialist and below. Middle-level managers 
accounted for 66% and senior managers accounted for 34%; 
in terms of years of work in the positions held, 44.23% was 
below 5 years, 30.66% above 5 years and within 10 years, and 
25.11% above 10 years.

Measures
First, to ensure the reliability and validity of the measurement 
scales, the measurement questions in this study are all based 
on existing established scales, which are organized according 
to the research objectives through literature analysis. Among 
them, the scales from SSCI journals are translated and validated 
according to the recommendations of the back-translation 
method to ensure the quality of the questionnaire and its 
applicability in Chinese context. Second, to ensure the expert 
validity of the measurement questionnaire, five scholars in the 
field of transformation research and three corporate executives 
engaged in enterprise transformation are invited to review the 
questionnaire, which is finally formed through the joint 
suggestions from the academic and corporate practice 
communities. Third, the measurement questionnaire of this 
study consists of 23 items, and the measurement items are all 
measured using a Likert 7-point scale. The variables are measured 
as follows.
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 • Technological innovation: this study refers to the 
technological innovation research scale of Nietoa and 
Quevedo (2005), Xu et al. (2018), and Wang (2016), which 
consists of five questions, such as “the proportion of the 
company’s investment in technological innovation 
equipment is increasing” and “the proportion of the 
company’s technological innovation personnel to all R&D 
personnel is gradually increasing.”

 • Corporate performance: this paper draws on the studies of 
Antoncic et al. (2007) and Jaakko et al. (2010). The scale 
consists of four questions, such as “the growth rate of the 
company’s market share is increasing year by year” and “the 
overall market competitiveness of the company’s products 
is higher than that of its main competitors in the 
same industry.”

 • Enterprise transformation: In this paper, drawing on the 
studies of Jaworski and Kohl (1993), Li et al. (2008), and Jia 
and Zhao (2014), the scale consists of five questions, with 
sample questions such as “This enterprise can grasp the time 
of transformation in a timely manner,” “This enterprise has 
invested relative financial resources in transformation.” The 
scale consists of five items, such as “The company can grasp 
the transformation time in time” and “The company has 
invested relative resources in the transformation.”

 • Market pressure: this article draws on the studies of Tang and 
Tang (2012), Wang et al. (2010a), and Cao and Chen (2017), 
with four questions. The sample questions are “Most of our 
customers have higher and higher demands on product 
quality” and “Most of our customers are very concerned about 
the development of new products in our company.”

 • Competitive advantage: in this study, the scale consists of five 
questions, as studied by Dong et  al. (2011) and Ma et  al. 
(2014). Sample questions include “Compared with 
competitors, this company can provide products or services 
to customers at a lower cost,” “Compared with competitors, 
this company can provide multifunctional and high-
performance products or services to customers,” etc.

 • Control variables: in this study, the subjects’ gender, age, 
education, and years of job tenure are selected as 
control variables.

DATA ANALYSIS

Common Method Variance
Common method variance (CMV) is an overestimation of inter-
construal correlations due to self-reported scales and is also 
influenced by the same measurement method, which reduces 
the variance between different constructs (Xu, 2015). Thus, CMV 
is the error of the measurement instrument and measurement 
error affects the validity of the conclusions of measuring the 
relationship between constructs (Podsakoff et  al., 2003).

CMV post hoc detection can be  handled by applying SEM, 
where different conformational variables are analyzed using a 
single CFA model, where a good correlation between 
conformations means that there is CMV and CFA yields a 
good fitness (Korsgaard and Roberson, 1995; Mossholder et al., 
1998). Single CFA assessed the increase in CMV to CMV 
nested competition pattern, its complexity and assessed whether 
the increase in cardinality is significant (Podsakoff and Organ, 
1986; McFarland and Sweeny, 1992). Single CFA analysis shows 
that χ2 = 2130.080 and DF = 230, multi-factor CFA analysis shows 
that χ2 = 563.311 and DF = 220, two models ΔDF = 230–220 = 10 
and Δχ2 = 2130.080–563.311 = 1566.769, and their significance 
is calculated by applying distcale software. The significant 
difference p < 0.00, indicates that the null hypothesis is rejected, 
so the two models are not different and no common method 
deviation exists between the conformational surfaces, and the 
results are shown in Table  1.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
CFA is a part of SEM analysis. The variable reduction of CFA 
measurement model in this study is based on Zhang et al. (2021) 

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.
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two-stage model modification (Anderson and Gerbing, 1998). The 
measurement model must be tested before performing the structural 
model evaluation. A complete SEM model report can only be carried 
out if the measurement model is reasonably acceptable (Kline, 2005).

In this study, CFA analysis is performed on all dimensions, 
and the results are shown in Table  2. The standardized factor 
loadings of all dimensions are between 0.693 and 0.862, the 
composite reliability is between 0.843 and 0.912, and convergence 
validity is between 0.575 and 0.675, meeting all the standards 
of Fornell and Lacker (1981) with standardized factor loadings 
greater than 0.50, composite reliability greater than 0.60, and 
convergence validity greater than 0.50 (Verbeke et  al., 2014; 
Hair et  al., 2017). Therefore, the model meets the standard, 
and all aspects have good convergence validity.

Discriminant Validity
The discriminant validity analysis is to examine whether two 
different variables in the statistics are different or not. In this 
study, the AVE method is used to evaluate the discriminative 
validity. Fornell and Lacker (1981) propose the square root 
of the AVE with the correlation between the construct and 
other constructs in the model, which means that the variables 
have discriminative validity. As shown in Table  3, the square 
roots of the AVE on the diagonal are larger than the correlations 
between constructs, indicating acceptable discriminant validity. 
Therefore, this study has good discriminative validity.

Model Fit Degree
The structural model analysis is performed by the method of 
great likelihood estimation, and the analysis results include 
model fit, significance test of the research hypotheses, and 
interpretable variance (R2). The research hypothesis of SEM is 
sample covariance matrix = model covariance matrix. However, 
SEM is a large sample analysis method, so the value of p is 
very easy to be  less than 0.05 and often wrongly reject the 
hypothesis and get the conclusion that the model is not good, 
so Kline (2011) and Schumacker and Lomax (2010) suggested 
that the degree of model fit should not be  determined by the 
value of p, but to report a variety of different fit indicators 
to determine whether the model fit is good.

The fit metrics in this study apply the 194 international 
academic journal (SSCI) papers explored in the study of Jackson 
et  al. (2009) as a blueprint for applying model fit analysis and 
report the results of this study with nine most widely used 
fit metrics. These include MLχ2, DF, Normed Chi-sqr (χ2/DF), 
RMSEA, SRMR, TLI (NNFI), CFI, GFI, and AGFI. The results 
of the Bollen-Stine Bootstrap corrected model fit, and the 
Bollen-Stine Bootstrap corrected model fit are shown in Table 4. 

After that, all the fit metrics of this study have passed, showing 
that the results of this study are acceptable models.

Regression Coefficient
In this research model (as shown in Table  5), market pressure 
(MP; b = 0.581, p < 0.001) significantly affects technological innovation 
(TI), technological innovation (TI; b = 0.665, p < 0.001) significantly 
affects competitive advantage (CA). Competitive advantage (CA; 
b = 0.281, p < 0.001), technological innovation (TI; b = 0.304, p < 0.001) 
and market pressure (MP; b = 0.207, p < 0.001) significantly affect 
enterprise transformation (ET), technological innovation (TI; 
b = 0.206, p < 0.001), market pressure (MP; b = 0.352, p < 0.001), 
competitive advantage (CA; b = 0.156, p < 0.001) and enterprise 
transformation (ET; b = 0.231, p < 0.001) significantly affect corporate 
performance (CP). Therefore, all hypotheses are established.

Multiple-Group Analysis
In this study, we want to understand whether there is a significant 
difference between the effects of the two industries of construction 
and real estate in the model constructs, so we use the comparison 
of clusters in the structural equation model (Deng et  al., 2008; 
Abram et  al., 2017) and analyze the results of the estimation 
of each of the two groups of people in the structural equation 
model in the construction industry and real estate industry 
respectively, followed by setting the regression coefficients of 
the two groups to be  equal, and if the value of p of the check 
results is less than 0.05, indicating that the two slopes are 
significantly different, and vice versa (Pousette and Hanse, 2002; 
Smith et  al., 2016). The analysis is organized into Table  6, there 
are nine regression coefficients in the model, and the results 
of the analysis of the construction and real estate industries 
are shown in the table, and the comparison result Z > 1.96 
indicates that there is a significant difference between the regression 
coefficients of the two groups in the construction and real estate 
industries. It can be seen that there are five groups with significant 
differences in the study results, which are the effect of competitive 
advantage on enterprise transformation, the effect of technological 
innovation on enterprise transformation, the effect of technological 
innovation on corporate performance, and the effect of 
technological innovation on corporate performance, technological 
innovation on corporate performance, market pressure on 
corporate performance, and competitive advantage on corporate 
performance. The rest of the paths are not significant.

RESULTS

Research Conclusion
This study examines the drivers of local enterprise transformation 
in China and its internal and external influencing mechanisms 
by taking middle and senior managers in the real estate and 
construction industries as the research subjects. Based on the 
results of the empirical analysis of structural equation modeling, 
this study provides a more complete explanation of the 
mechanisms and influencing factors of the local enterprise 
transformation in China under COVID-19.

TABLE 1 | Comparison of single-factor and multi-factor model.

Model Single-factor CFA Multi-factor CFA

DF 230 220
△DF 10
χ2 2130.080 563.311
△χ2 1566.769
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TABLE 4 | Model fit criteria and test results.

Model fit Criteria
Model fit of research 

model

MLχ2 The small the better 467.594
DF The large the better 221
Normed Chi-sqr (χ2/DF) 1 < χ2/DF < 3 2.12
RMSEA <0.08 0.05
SRMR <0.08 0.07
TLI (NNFI) >0.9 0.96
CFI >0.9 0.96
GFI >0.9 0.93
AGFI >0.9 0.91

First, Validated the role of internal and external factors in 
influencing firm transformation. This study shows that technological 
innovation and its internal and external environment have 
significant theoretical explanatory power for China’s enterprise 

transformation. Although theoretical studies on enterprise 
transformation in developed countries are abundant and have 
become a hot topic of social concern, research on enterprise 
transformation in China, especially empirical studies, is extremely 
limited. In view of the differences in enterprise management in 
terms of market operating environment, management philosophy, 
and business practices, it is necessary to examine the drivers of 
enterprise transformation and its performance in China from a 
theoretical perspective. Based on the theoretical foundation and 
literature review, this study examines the effects of market pressure, 
technological innovation, and competitive advantage on enterprise 
transformation in the Chinese context. Overall, market pressure, 
technological innovation, and competitive advantage are important 
antecedent influences on enterprise transformation and have 
positive effect on enterprise transformation. Among them, 
technological innovation is a very important predictor and main 
path of enterprise transformation. It is also found that technological 
innovation positively influences the competitive advantage of the 

TABLE 2 | Confirmatory factor analysis.

Construct Item Significance of Estimated Parameters Item Reliability
Construct 
Reliability

Convergence 
Validity

Unstd. SE value of z value of p Std. SMC CR AVE

TI TI1 1.000 0.719 0.517 0.843 0.575
TI2 1.064 0.069 15.346 *** 0.797 0.635
TI3 1.106 0.071 15.512 *** 0.807 0.651
TI4 0.898 0.066 13.671 *** 0.704 0.496

MP MP1 1.000 0.740 0.548 0.891 0.621
MP2 1.068 0.064 16.812 *** 0.815 0.664
MP3 1.052 0.064 16.549 *** 0.802 0.643
MP4 1.012 0.063 16.109 *** 0.782 0.612
MP5 1.033 0.063 16.467 *** 0.798 0.637

CA CA1 1.000 0.790 0.624 0.912 0.675
CA2 1.064 0.053 20.129 *** 0.862 0.743
CA3 1.011 0.055 18.412 *** 0.804 0.646
CA4 1.021 0.054 18.993 *** 0.823 0.677
CA5 1.025 0.054 19.116 *** 0.828 0.686

ET ET1 1.000 0.699 0.489 0.883 0.602
ET2 1.057 0.071 14.961 *** 0.775 0.601
ET3 1.079 0.070 15.374 *** 0.799 0.638
TET4 1.120 0.072 15.659 *** 0.815 0.664
ET5 1.062 0.070 15.157 *** 0.786 0.618

CP CP1 1.000 0.693 0.480 0.843 0.575
CP2 1.071 0.073 14.696 *** 0.787 0.619
CP3 1.111 0.075 14.782 *** 0.792 0.627
CP4 1.003 0.071 14.188 *** 0.756 0.572

STD, Standardized Factor Loadings; SMC, Square Multiple Correlations; CR, Composite Reliability; AVE, Average Variance Extracted; TI, Technological Innovation; MP, Market 
Pressure; CA, Competitive Advantage; ET, Enterprise Transformation; CP, Corporate Performance. ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 3 | Discriminant validity.

AVE MP TI CA ET CP

MP 0.621 0.788
TI 0.575 0.560 0.758
CA 0.675 0.344 0.614 0.822
ET 0.602 0.539 0.685 0.636 0.776
CP 0.575 0.689 0.708 0.600 0.703 0.758

The items on the diagonal on bold represent the square roots of the AVE. Off-diagonal elements are the correlation estimates. TI, Technological Innovation; MP, Market Pressure; CA, 
Competitive Advantage; ET, Enterprise Transformation; CP, Corporate Performance.
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firm and is also positively influenced by market pressure, which 
together affects the transformation. In addition, market pressure 
(MP; b = 0.207, p < 0.001) also plays a positive role in enterprise 
transformation. Meanwhile, the positive driving effect of 
technological innovation on enterprise transformation is more 
significant than that of competitive advantage and market pressure. 
Internal and external antecedents have a significant positive effect 
on corporate performance.

Second, Validated the mechanism of the impact of enterprise 
transformation on corporate performance. This study shows that 
corporate transformation has a significant effect on corporate 
performance, however, the driving effect of enterprise 
transformation motivation and its performance overall 
consideration varies significantly. On the one hand, there are 
differences in the driving effects of antecedent influences of 
enterprise transformation. The structural equation modeling 
analysis revealed that competitive advantage (b = 0.281, p < 0.001), 
technological innovation (b = 0.304, p < 0.001) and market pressure 
(b = 0.207, p < 0.001) had significant effects on enterprise 
transformation (ET). The results show that competitive advantage 
(CA; b = 0.281, p < 0.001) is a significant external antecedent 
influence on enterprise transformation and has a significant 
contribution to enterprise transformation. On the other hand, 
the path analysis through structural equation modeling shows 
that there are differences in the driving effects of the antecedent 
influences of corporate performance. Specifically, the situation 
is as follows. First, market pressure (MP; b = 0.352, p < 0.001), 

and competitive advantage (CA; b = 0.156, p < 0.001) are important 
external influences on corporate performance, but market pressure 
has a greater impact on corporate performance than competitive 
advantage and is the main external source of corporate performance 
growth. Second, enterprise transformation (ET; b = 0.231, p < 0.001), 
technological innovation (TI; b = 0.206, p < 0.001) are important 
internal influences on corporate performance, but enterprise 
transformation has a greater positive effect on corporate 
performance than technological innovation and is an important 
internal source of corporate performance growth. Internal and 
external antecedents have a significant positive effect on corporate 
performance. Internal and external important antecedents jointly 
drive the growth of corporate performance.

Third, revealed the significant differences of transformation 
mechanism between real estate and construction industries in 
terms of transformation. The multiple-group analysis reveals 
that the overall mechanism of action based on technological 
innovation has different effects on real estate and construction 
industries. Specifically, there are five groups of regression 
coefficients with significant differences between real estate and 
construction firms, namely, the driving effect of competitive 
advantage on transformation, the driving effect of technological 
innovation on enterprise transformation, the driving effect of 
technological innovation on corporate performance, market 
pressure on corporate performance, and competitive advantage 
on corporate performance; the remaining four groups, namely, 
the effect of market pressure on technological innovation, the 

TABLE 5 | Regression coefficient.

DV IV Unstd SE Unstd./SE value of p Std. R2

TI MP 0.581 0.062 9.433 *** 0.56 0.314
CA TI 0.665 0.063 10.538 *** 0.614 0.377
ET CA 0.281 0.046 6.162 *** 0.346 0.578

TI 0.304 0.059 5.114 *** 0.345
MP 0.207 0.047 4.375 *** 0.226

CP TI 0.206 0.06 3.43 *** 0.228 0.691
MP 0.352 0.051 6.868 *** 0.375
CA 0.156 0.046 3.42 *** 0.187
ET 0.231 0.067 3.478 *** 0.225

***p < 0.001.
TI, Technological Innovation; MP, Market Pressure; CA, Competitive Advantage; ET, Enterprise Transformation; CP, Corporate Performance.

TABLE 6 | Multiple-group comparison regression coefficients.

DV IV
Construction Real estate Regression weight comparison

Estimate SE Estimate SE diff. value of z value of p

TI MP 0.539 0.079 0.699 0.121 −0.16 1.106 0.27
CA TI 0.903 0.119 0.696 0.091 0.207 1.384 0.167
ET CA 0.203 0.052 0.806 0.124 −0.603 4.5 0

TI 0.499 0.105 −0.1 0.1 0.599 4.133 0
MP 0.087 0.056 0.273 0.08 −0.186 1.889 0.06

CP TI 0.397 0.125 0.026 0.126 0.371 2.087 0.038
MP 0.417 0.07 −0.059 0.116 0.476 3.499 0.001
CA −0.042 0.056 1.046 0.29 −1.088 3.679 0
ET 0.212 0.119 −0.029 0.26 0.241 0.84 0.402

TI, Technological Innovation; MP, Market Pressure; CA, Competitive Advantage; ET, Enterprise Transformation; CP, Corporate Performance.
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effect of technological innovation on competitive advantage, 
the effect of market pressure on transformation, and the effect 
of enterprise transformation on corporate performance. The 
effect of transformation on corporate performance is not 
significant. This shows that there are significant differences in 
the effects of market pressure, technological innovation, and 
competitive advantage on corporate performance. Among them, 
the significance of competitive advantage on corporate 
performance is significantly stronger in the real estate industry 
than in the construction industry, while the effects of 
technological innovation and market pressure on corporate 
performance are stronger in the construction industry than 
those in the real estate industry. The effects of technological 
innovation and market pressure on corporate performance in 
the construction industry are stronger than those in the real 
estate industry. Meanwhile, there are significant differences in 
the effects of competitive advantage and technological innovation 
on enterprise transformation. Among them, the driving effect 
of technological innovation on enterprise transformation is 
stronger in construction than that in real estate industry, while 
the driving effect of competitive advantage on enterprise 
transformation is stronger in real estate industry than that in 
construction industry.

Theoretical Contributions
First, it promotes the overall study of the antecedents and 
consequences of the mechanism of enterprise transformation. 
This study analyzes the core factors driving enterprise 
transformation from the perspective of enterprise transformation 
drivers, and proposes the overall influence of market pressure, 
technological innovation and competitive advantage on enterprise 
transformation, while technological innovation is driven by market 
pressure and transformed into competitive advantage. In particular, 
technological innovation is considered as an important antecedent 
driver of enterprise transformation under the constraints of 
market pressure and driven by competitive advantage, and the 
outcome of enterprise transformation, that is, corporate 
performance, is considered. The findings of this study help to 
better understand the root causes of enterprise transformation 
and evaluate the results and provide guidance for companies 
to further understand and transform their business practices to 
improve corporate performance and market competitiveness.

Second, it promotes the contribution to enterprise 
transformation theory. This study examines the mechanism of 
transformation through empirical research from a holistic 
perspective of enterprise transformation motivation and 
performance. Whether enterprises can make full use of 
technological innovation and turn it into opportunities and 
drivers of enterprise transformation requires the overall driving 
force of market pressure, technological innovation, and competitive 
advantage. When making transformation decisions, enterprises 
should consider the positive impact of technological innovation, 
market pressure on technological innovation, and the competitive 
advantage brought by technological innovation. In order to realize 
the synergistic effect of the overall driving factors and to lay a 
solid foundation for enterprise transformation to achieve superior 
performance, we  should consider the three aspects as a whole.

Practical Implications
The issue of China’s local enterprise transformation needs urgent 
attention. The details are as follows.

First, the most important thing is that, with the transformation 
of China’s economic structure and the increasingly difficult 
environment for enterprises to survive, more and more enterprises 
are seeking survival and development through transformation, 
and the number of enterprises undergoing transformation is 
bound to increase. Although China’s enterprise transformation 
space is huge, the causes and consequences of transformation 
have not received due attention, if not timely enterprise 
transformation of the important antecedent factors and their 
driving effect of all-round, multi-level research, it is very likely 
to ignore the pressure of transformation, and thus produce 
the negative impact of transformation, which is the failure of 
enterprises aspiring to obtain excellent performance through 
transformation practice. In addition, enterprise managers should 
pay attention to the role of internal and external factors on 
enterprise transformation. This study finds that technological 
innovation, actively driven by market pressure, has the greatest 
effect on enterprise transformation, and is also the greatest 
factor affecting corporate performance. Since technological 
innovation is the heavy source driving enterprise transformation, 
companies should break through the bottlenecks affecting 
technological innovation, enhance their core competitiveness 
by developing core technologies, and promote enterprise. More 
importantly, the enterprise transformation in different industries 
is the most important factor in the value chain.

Second, there are significant differences in the driving effect 
of enterprise transformation in different industries. We  should 
not simply base on the driving effect of enterprise transformation, 
but should guide the practice of enterprise transformation for 
different industries by combining their own industry 
characteristics and market conditions.

For the construction industry, the positive impact of 
technological innovation on enterprise transformation and corporate 
performance is more significant, and enterprise transformation 
should take advantage of it. We should focus on using technological 
innovation to drive enterprise transformation. In other words, 
the success of corporate transformation is caused by increasing 
the investment in technological innovation, thus reducing the 
pressure of corporate transformation and obtaining greater corporate 
performance. At the same time, the positive effect of market 
pressure on corporate performance should be  properly utilized, 
that is, the market pressure faced by the company should be turned 
into the motivation for corporate transformation, which will lead 
to the growth of corporate performance instead of the decline 
of performance.

For the real estate industry, the driving effect of competitive 
advantage on enterprise transformation and corporate performance 
is more significant than that of the construction industry, and 
enterprise transformation should take advantage of this. Therefore, 
enterprises in the real estate industry should pay more attention 
to the positive influence of competitive advantage while giving 
full play to the advantages of technological innovation and 
transforming the disadvantages of market pressure. In the 
increasingly competitive real estate industry under the market 
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economy, companies with competitive advantage often become 
the winners. This is because when a company undergoes 
transformation, the more prominent competitive advantage can 
help the company reduce the pressure of upgrading and gain 
the ability to cope with environmental challenges. If a real estate 
company implements a competitive strategy that is difficult or 
too costly for its competitors to imitate, it gains a sustainable 
competitive advantage. For example, Wanda Commercial Real 
Estate’s business model innovation based on the smile curve 
theory is representative of a company that gains long-term 
competitive advantage and earns above-average profits. A real 
estate company with a competitive advantage can win the market 
and achieve above-average profits with good growth prospects, 
while a company without a competitive advantage will 
be  outperformed by its competitors and suffer from mediocre 
corporate performance.

Research Limitations and Future Research 
Directions
Although this study strictly follows the requirements of the 
questionnaire and empirical research to conduct multi-group 
analysis, the research perspective and ideas have certain 
advantages over existing studies and have practical significance 
for enterprise transformation activities, there are still some 
limitations for improvement. First, there are limitations in the 
sample source of this study. The questionnaire survey of middle 
and senior managers around “enterprise transformation” is in 
itself a complex and difficult topic. However, future research 
can expand the scope of data collection and conduct structural 
equation modeling with larger samples to enhance the 
generalizability of the research results.

Second, there are limitations in the sample sources of clusters 
in this study. Although this study is an advanced paradigm of 
cluster comparison analysis, which has significant superiority over 
general empirical studies, the cohort of this study is limited to 
the construction and real estate industries only, and future studies 
can collect data in a wider range of industries, such as small 
and medium-sized enterprises, private technology-based enterprises, 
manufacturing and other representative industries of transformation, 
and conduct hierarchical linear modeling studies in a larger 
industry cluster to enhance the generalizability of the study results.
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The purpose of this work is to investigate the major drivers behind the entrepreneurial
intention (EI) of students from higher vocational colleges in China. Total 424 respondents
participated in the survey questionnaire that measured their self-reported responses
to five constructs (EI, entrepreneurial self-efficacy, emotional competencies, subjective
norms, and entrepreneurial attitude). In addition to this, the equation modeling technique
was used to perform the data analysis. The study results highlighted that both
entrepreneurial self-efficacy and entrepreneurial attitudes serve as significant predictors
of EI. Moreover, the entrepreneurial attitude was found to be a significant mediator of
the EI and emotional competencies. Finally, a model invariance was established across
the female and male student samples. As a result, this study has put forward some
implications regarding the entrepreneurship education of the higher vocational students
in China.

Keywords: entrepreneurial intention, entrepreneurial self-efficacy, emotional competencies, subjective norms,
entrepreneurial attitude, higher vocational college students

INTRODUCTION

The global spread of COVID-19 will have profound implications for the world economy,
especially in terms of jobs and economic growth. In the process of economic development,
entrepreneurial activities play a vital role. Vigorous entrepreneurial activities will not only create
more jobs, protect people’s livelihood, and improve the sustainability of career development,
but also accelerate the commercial application of new knowledge and technologies and help the
economy achieve innovation-driven and high-quality development (Nowiński et al., 2019). Since
2014, the Chinese government calls for “mass entrepreneurship and innovation” and “optimizing
the environment and providing uninterrupted services to increase the proportion of the college
students’ employment and entrepreneurship,” to realize the sustainable development of college
students’ career ability.

In China, there are two main types of college graduates: general higher education graduates and
higher vocational education graduates. According to data from the National Bureau of Statistics
of China, the ratio of the scale of vocational education to the scale of general education in 2020
is about 1:1, and its importance is self-evident (National Bureau of Statistics, 2019). However,
ordinary higher education graduates are much higher than the entrepreneurial rate of vocational
college graduates, and the ratio is 28%:2% (National Institute Of Education Sciences, 2020;
Renmin University of China, 2020). Therefore, the study of entrepreneurial in higher vocational
colleges is of great value to improving employment quality and national economy.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 January 2022 | Volume 12 | Article 79779071

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.797790
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.797790
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2021.797790&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-01-12
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.797790/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-797790 January 6, 2022 Time: 16:51 # 2

Wu and Tian Predictors of Entrepreneurship Intention Among Students in Vocational Colleges

Entrepreneurship is so important that scholars have begun to
explore what are the key factors that drive individuals to become
entrepreneurs. It has also made the scholars investigate the factors
that contribute to the initial entrepreneurial behavior of the
entrepreneurs. According to Ajzen (1991), behavior performance
is affected by all those factors that can indirectly affect human
behavior, although, intentions control the human actions as
humans do not execute all of their intentions (Ajzen, 1985).
Furthermore, several research studies have acknowledged the
significance of the entrepreneurial intention (EI). For instance,
Krueger et al. (2000) reported that reflexive behavior does
not drive entrepreneurial behavior, but it is rather intentional
in nature. Similarly, Cai and Zhao (2014) stated that only
those people can effectively carry out entrepreneurial activities
who have strong EI. EI is one of the important factors that
contribute to entrepreneurial behavior whereas EI is rare, but
such intentions retain for a longer period of time (Noel, 2002).
Lüthje and Franke (2003) advocate that the entrepreneurial
behavior of the person is significantly determined by EI. Many
studies have investigated the influencing factors of EI from
different perspectives. Among previous research models, Theory
of Planned Behavior (TPB) has the greatest influence. TPB
model has been widely concerned and applied in various
research fields, especially in the fields of social science, life
science and entrepreneurial management, providing a simple
model of the main determinants of individual behavior. In
order to enhance the predictive ability of TPB model in higher
vocational college students’ entrepreneurial behavior, it is very
important to explore other important potential variables through
further research. Especially since the proximal variables have
been well documented, EI studies need to include other novel
predictors. At present, some studies on the influencing factors
of students’ EI based on TPB model have been mentioned in
academic entrepreneurship literature at home and abroad, but
their analysis conclusions are different. Therefore, it is of great
significance to expand TPB and study the EI of vocational college
students and its influencing factors to promote their sustainable
career development.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theory of Planned Behavior
According to the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), the
intention is based on three rational factors (Ajzen, 1991). Attitude
toward the behavior (ATB) that represents the positive or
negative evaluation held by the person’s self-performance toward
a particular behavior is the first rational factor. The second
rational factor is the subjective norm (SN), which highlights the
individual perception of a specific behavior being affected by the
assessment of a significant person or group (e.g., family members,
friends, and colleagues). Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC)
is the third rational factor and it reflects personal perception
regarding the difficulty in enacting a certain behavior. PBC
highlights the major differences between the TPB and the Theory
of Reasoned Action (TRA) which was proposed in 1967 by Martin
Fishbein and Icek Azjen.

Till present, the TPB, which was initially developed by Ajzen
(1991) is the most widely used theory to explain EI.

Entrepreneurial Intention
It is a commonly held notion that Bird (1988) had initially
coined the concept of EI. This concept was defined by him on
the basis of behavioral intention as the desire or tendency of a
person who consciously directs his action or behavior toward the
entrepreneurship activities such as launching a new business. He
believed that EI must be used to realize inspired entrepreneurial
ideas. Several research scholars have used the same approach to
define the concept of EI. For example, Thompson (2009) termed
EI as the personal belief that the person holds to establish a new
enterprise in the future with a specific plan. Rasli et al. (2013)
asserted that the EI shows a mind that motivates the person
to establish innovative businesses. Hence, the EI represents the
mindset that motivates the person to become an entrepreneur or
launch a new business. Qian (2007) believes that EI is one of the
effective predictors of entrepreneurial behavior.

The paper has adopted the definition of EI from Liñán and
Chen (2009) which represents the EI as the key stimulus that
drives the entrepreneur’s determination to build a business and
be passionate and serious about being an entrepreneur.

Entrepreneurial Attitude
The primary predisposing factor of EI is entrepreneurial attitude
(EA). EA refers to the individual’s expectations and beliefs
about the expected results of entrepreneurial behaviors, and
associate them with positive or negative results (Ajzen, 1991).
As a rule of thumb, the behavioral intention of the individuals
becomes stronger as their attitude becomes more positive toward
a particular behavior (Lüthje and Franke, 2003). This means that
the more a person thinks entrepreneurship is good, the better
his EA will be, and therefore, the stronger his intention to start
a business. For example, Acuna-Duran et al. (2021), Boubker
et al. (2021), Su et al. (2021), and Tehseen and Haider (2021)
have confirmed that a person’s attitude toward entrepreneurship
is positively and significantly associated with their intention to
start a business. Although, different research studies have been
conducted in various cultural contexts and economies but most of
these studies still show that there is a significantly positive effect
of EA on EI (e.g., Utami, 2017; Pejic et al., 2018; Said et al., 2021).

Nevertheless, certain occasional cases contradict the major
findings. such as, Velástegui and Chacón (2021) assert that EA
is the weakest predictor of EI among students of public higher
education institutions in Ecuador, which contrasts with findings
in other countries.

The below hypothesis is postulated based on the above
arguments:

H1: EA positively influence EI.

Subjective Norms
It is a fact that SN is one of the most imperative determinants
of the TPB. SN refer to an individual’s perception of whether
an individual supports a certain behavior in close social
environments, such as family, friends, and colleagues, and the

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 January 2022 | Volume 12 | Article 79779072

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-797790 January 6, 2022 Time: 16:51 # 3

Wu and Tian Predictors of Entrepreneurship Intention Among Students in Vocational Colleges

degree to which such evaluation affects the individual (Ajzen,
1991). The behavioral intention of the person becomes stronger
with the improvement in the SN for a particular set of behavior.

Subjective norm has also been assumed as an important
predictor of EI. Consequently, many researchers in China,
Slovenia, Malaysia, and other countries have studied the effect
of SN on EI, and pointed out that SN has a direct, positive
impact on EI (e.g., Utami, 2017; Pejic et al., 2018; Said et al.,
2021; Velástegui and Chacón, 2021). Although, there are certain
exceptional studies such as Doanh and Bernat (2019). A TPB was
applied by them to survey the EI of students in Vietnam. The
results revealed that there is no direct impact of the EI on SN, but
there is a significant and indirect impact of the SN on EI through
PBC, EA, and ESE. Fernandez-Perez et al. (2019) performed a
study in Spain, and they also indicated that there is a positive and
direct influence of SN on ESE and EA, but there is an indirect
effect of SN on EI. Moreover, SN mainly influences EI through
ESE and EA (Liñán and Chen, 2009).

Based on the above arguments, this study has examined both
indirect and direct impacts of the SN to thoroughly understand
the role of the SN from different perspectives. The following
hypotheses are proposed to examine the possible effect of SN:

H2: SN positively influence EI.
H3: SN positively influence EA.

Entrepreneurial Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy has been defined by Bandura (1978) as the individual
belief regarding his abilities to execute the planned behavior.
Therefore, the confidence level of the person to launch a
new business with his skills and abilities can be termed as
entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE).

Bird’s model (1988) had been further modified by Boyd and
Vozikis (1994) by including the concept of self-efficacy in that
model. It was claimed by them that ESE can influence EI through
three different factors such as role models, social support, and
previous career.

A number of research studies have reported a positive impact
of ESE on business start-up intention (e.g., Liñán and Chen, 2009;
Kautonen et al., 2015; Utami, 2017; Bartha et al., 2018; Pejic et al.,
2018; Velástegui and Chacón, 2021). In other words, EI is directly
related to the level of ESE. Therefore, this study postulates the
below hypotheses:

H4: ESE positively influence EI.
H5: SN positively influence ESE.

Emotional Competency
Emotional competency (EC) is defined by Goleman (1998) as
a “learned capability based on emotional intelligence which
results in an outstanding performance at work.” Furthermore,
Baron (2008) documented that entrepreneurship also includes
an emotional component, since there is a possible effect of
emotions on cognitively processed information and consequent
behavioral tendencies. The TPB theory only takes into account
the cognitive characteristics, but that is not sufficient since there

is an explicit role of emotional component in entrepreneurship
(Cardon et al., 2012).

Several studies report that there is a significant role of EC
in shaping the EI, which has a positive and direct relationship
with the ESE and EA, but it indirectly affects the EI through
these variables (e.g., Fernandez-Perez et al., 2019; Huezo-Ponce
et al., 2021; Velástegui and Chacón, 2021). Additionally, Chien-
Chi et al. (2020) further proposed that EC can be divided
into two dimensions, namely social-emotional competency and
personal affective competence. The EI was positively impacted
by the social-emotional competency, but the positive impact
of personal affective competence on EI was partially supported
or not supported at all. It means that the persons who are
better able to evaluate, regulate, and monitor their own and
other’s emotions are in a better position to perceive higher
organizational support and act in an entrepreneurial manner
(Padilla-Meléndez et al., 2014).

As a result, it can be inferred that the cognitive abilities are
promoted by the greater EC, which motivates the individuals to
choose to start their own businesses. But the real practical action
in this regard is still a question since there is too little research
that confirms whether the EC facilitates the EI.

The below additional hypotheses are postulated based on these
arguments:

H6: EC positively influences EI.
H7: EC positively influences EA.
H8: EC positively influences ESE.

This research has constructed a new model based on the
previous research studies, emotion–cognitive perspective, and
TPB. The newly constructed model is also used to ascertain the
effects of cognitive factors (ESE, SN, and EA) as well as EC on the
EI of vocational college students.

RESEARCH METHODS

Survey and Sampling Technique
The surveys are classified into two different sections
including hypotheses and theoretical background. In the
theoretical background section, different demographic-related
questions are raised to obtain demographic information
of the respondents such as majors’ field, age, gender, etc.
While, in the other section that has been adopted from the
previous studies, different questions are postulated to facilitate
the respondents to share their perspectives on the EI, EA,
SN, ESE, and EC.

This study has chosen higher vocational colleges in China
as the research sample. Such research samples are relatively
famous for entrepreneur-focused studies (Liñán and Chen,
2009). Website access was provided to the students from
higher vocational colleges in Jiangxi, China, who had agreed to
participate in our research study. The purpose of the website
access was to provide the participants with a questionnaire
focused on the factors that influence the EI of higher vocational
college students. Moreover, as a part of the research ethics,
all study participants were informed in advance regarding the
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study purpose and research questionnaire. This allowed the
participants to either accept or refuse to answer the questionnaire
within 10–15 min during or after completing the questionnaire
(N = 424). Table 1 presents the demographic information of
the respondents.

Procedures
A structural equation model (SEM) has been used in this
study to test the association between postulated hypotheses.
Besides this, the analysis process is based on three major steps.
Firstly, the reliability of variables is evaluated using Cronbach’s
alpha test. Secondly, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) has
been applied to not only test the empirical validity of each
measure and overall research model. Thirdly, the path coefficients
of all proposed relationships in the conceptual framework
have been estimated through the structural equation model.
Furthermore, the variance across the groups and parameters
of the model have been tested with the help of a multisample
procedure (Byrne et al., 1989). Finally, the AMOS 24.0 and
SPSS 26.0 were used to process the data collected through the
study questionnaire.

Measurement Instruments
Since the authors did not find any existing instrument suitable
for this study, a research model (Figure 1) was developed by the
researchers. All variables have been measured through previously

TABLE 1 | Demographic information of respondents.

Demographic variables F %

Gender Male 189 44.6%

Female 235 55.4%

Grade Freshman 111 26.2%

Sophomore 236 55.7%

Junior 77 18.2%

Major field Humanities and social sciences 144 33.9%

Natural sciences 280 66.1%

Origin of student Rural 308 27.4%

Urban 116 72.6%

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual framework. SN, subjective norms; EA, entrepreneurial
attitude; ESE, entrepreneurial self-efficacy; EI, entrepreneurial intention; EC,
emotional competency.

validated instruments to construct the study questionnaire.
Additionally, each item was measured on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). During
the actual test, the questions were translated into Chinese to
allow the participants to accurately understand the meaning of
all questions designed in the questionnaire.

Entrepreneurial Intention
Five question items had been borrowed from the scale by Liñán
and Chen (2009) to measure the EI. The major reason for
adopting the question items from Liñán and Chen (2009) is
that these constructs had confirmed the high reliability with
Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.946 such as “My professional goal is
to become an entrepreneur” and “I have got the firm intention to
start a firm someday” and so forth.

Entrepreneurial Attitude
Similar to EI, the EA is also measured with the help of
five questions being borrowed from Liñán and Chen (2009).
Furthermore, these constructs also showed high reliability of
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.909 such as “Being an entrepreneur implies
more advantages than disadvantages to me” and “If I had the
opportunity and resources, I’d like to start a firm” and so forth.

Subjective Norms
Three question items were adopted from Kolvereid (1996) and
Liñán and Chen (2009) to measure the SN. Their study also
confirmed the high reliability of these constructs with Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.864 such as “If I decided to create a firm, my closest
family would approve of that decision” and “If I decided to create
a firm, people who are important to me would approve of that
decision” and so forth.

Entrepreneurial Self-Efficacy
Entrepreneurial self-efficacy was assessed through 5 question
items borrowed from De Noble et al. (1999) and Liñán (2008).
Both research studies had confirmed the high reliability of the
constructs (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.931) such as “I can work
productively under continuous stress, pressure, and conflict” and
“I can originate new ideas and products” and so on.

Emotional Competency
Emotional competency was also evaluated with the help of 3
different question items borrowed from Goleman (1998) and
Cherniss and Goleman (2005). Both of the studies indicated the
high reliability of the constructs with Cronbach’s alpha of 0.914
such as “I acknowledge the needs of other people to progress, and
I like to foster their capabilities” and “I can make use of effective
means of persuasion” and so forth.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
Table 2 represents the descriptive statistics of the constructs.

The descriptive statistics of the constructs show that all
means/averages, excluding EI which is 3.48, are higher than the
midpoint of 3.50, ranging from 3.69 to 3.48. In addition to this,
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TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics.

Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach’s alpha

SN 3.53 0.73 −0.27 0.89 0.86

EA 3.61 0.76 −0.64 1.03 0.91

ESE 3.55 0.72 −0.44 1.04 0.93

EI 3.48 0.78 −0.44 0.81 0.95

EC 3.69 0.59 −0.61 2.48 0.91

SN, subjective norms; EA, entrepreneurial attitude; ESE, entrepreneurial self-
efficacy; EI, entrepreneurial intention; EC, emotional competency.

the standard deviations (S.D) range from 0.78 to 0.59. The skew
index ranges from –0.27 to –0.64, whereas the kurtosis index
ranges from 2.48 to 0.81. The kurtosis and skew indices are
acceptable and indicative of univariate normality (Teo et al.,
2009). Hence, the research data for this work is assumed to be
sufficient for structural equation modeling.

Test of the Measurement Model
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was applied to test the quality
of the measurement model. Additionally, the significance of the
individual item loadings (t-values) was examined to establish the
model fit. The use of fit indices from different categories have
been suggested by Hair et al. (2006). The efficiency with which the
observed data is reproduced by the proposed model is measured
by absolute fit indices. The absolute fit indices are similar to the
indices of parsimony except that the former also considers the
complexity of the model. Furthermore, the relevance between
specific model fit to the alternative baseline model is assessed
with the help of incremental fit indices. Several statistical tests,
including comparative fit index (CFI), the root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA),χ2statistic, Tucker-Lewis index
(TLI), and standardized root mean residual (SRMR), have been
used in this study. The chi-square divided by the degrees of
freedom (χ2/df) must not surpass the value of 3 for a model
to be considered as a good fit (Carmines and McIver, 1981),
as well as both CFI and TLI should both exceed the value
of 0.95 (Hu and Bentler, 1999). Hair et al. (2006) asserted
that both SRMR and RMSEA should not exceed 0.08 to be
considered adequate.

The factor loadings of all items on the constructs in the
measurement model are displayed in Table 3. All parameter
estimates are significant (p < 0.05) as highlighted by the t-value
higher than 1.96 or critical ratio (CR). Additionally, the R2 values
are above 0.50 for all variables except EC1 (R2 = 0.41), which
indicates that each indicator has explained more than half of the
variance in the latent variable. Nunnally and Bernstein (1994)
point out that the alpha values, which range from 0.94 to 0.95 are
considered high. This shows that there is an internal consistency
in the items. Lastly, sufficient model fit for the measurement
model was reported (χ2 = 427.321, χ2/df = 2.387, GFI = 0.915,
AGFI = 0.890, TLI = 0.963, CFI = 0.968, RMSEA = 0.057,
SRMR = 0.033). The adequacy of the measurement model
shows that the items are reliable indicators of the hypothesized
constructs. As a result, it facilitates the tests of the structural
associations in different models to proceed.

Discriminant Validity
Discriminant validity denotes the significant difference or low
correlation between the potential variables represented by one
or another facet.

The Fornell and Larcker criteria as a measurement, suggested
by Fornell and Larcker (1981), is to identify the multicollinearity
issues among constructs in this work. The result shows that there
are fewer multicollinearity issues among constructs, whereby
the square root of AVE (diagonal) is more significant than
correlations (off-diagonal) for all constructs in the Table 4 below.

Path Coefficient Analysis
The major purpose of the path coefficient is to assess the
significance of explanatory variables toward the dependent
variable. This work has proposed the directional hypotheses for
H1–H8, where p-value should be less than 0.05 and t-value should

TABLE 3 | Convergence validity.

Unstd. S.E. t-value p Std. SMC CR AVE

EA EA1 1.000 0.710 0.504 0.948 0.797

EA2 1.183 0.070 16.827 *** 0.858 0.736

EA3 1.056 0.067 15.669 *** 0.807 0.651

EA4 1.171 0.071 16.495 *** 0.848 0.719

EA5 1.256 0.074 16.883 *** 0.866 0.750

EC EC5 1.000 0.922 0.850 0.950 0.859

EC4 0.917 0.049 18.642 *** 0.868 0.753

EC1 0.609 0.043 14.136 *** 0.643 0.413

EI EI2 1.000 0.912 0.832 0.957 0.792

EI3 0.843 0.035 23.983 *** 0.823 0.677

EI4 0.969 0.030 31.969 *** 0.928 0.861

EI5 0.891 0.037 23.899 *** 0.822 0.676

EI6 0.944 0.034 27.601 *** 0.876 0.767

ESE ESE1 1.000 0.753 0.567 0.951 0.862

ESE2 1.034 0.058 17.868 *** 0.834 0.696

ESE3 0.985 0.053 18.634 *** 0.866 0.750

ESE4 1.037 0.054 19.301 *** 0.894 0.799

ESE6 0.978 0.055 17.904 *** 0.836 0.699

SN SN3 1.000 0.866 0.750 0.952 0.765

SN2 0.974 0.053 18.217 *** 0.839 0.704

SN1 0.935 0.055 17.081 *** 0.770 0.593

***denotes p < 0.001; SN, subjective norms; EA, entrepreneurial attitude;
ESE, entrepreneurial self-efficacy; EI, entrepreneurial intention; EC,
emotional competency.

TABLE 4 | Discriminant validity.

ESE EC EI SN EA

ESE 0.928

EC 0.923 0.927

EI 0.826 0.759 0.890

SN 0.585 0.591 0.541 0.875

EA 0.850 0.780 0.882 0.567 0.893

SN, subjective norms; EA, entrepreneurial attitude; ESE, entrepreneurial self-
efficacy; EI, entrepreneurial intention; EC, emotional competency. The diagonal
elements (bold) are the square root of AVE.
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be more than 1.657 for hypotheses acceptance as recommended
by Hair et al. (2014). Since this criterion was not fulfilled for the
three hypotheses of this work, therefore, H2, H5, and H6 were
rejected based on Table 5.

The study results highlight that ESE (β = 0.417, p < 0.001)
and EA (β = 0.675, p < 0.001) both significantly influence the
EI, hence supporting H1 and H4. Moreover, SN had a significant
effect on EA (β = 0.102, p < 0.001), and a non-significant effect
on and ESE (β = 0.019, p > 0.05) and EI (β = 0.021, p > 0.05).
These findings support H3 but turn void the H5 and H2. Lastly, a
significant effect of EC was reported on EA (β = 0.772, p < 0.001)
and ESE (β = 0.943, p < 0.001). On other hand, EC demonstrated
an insignificant effect on EI (β = –0.171, p > 0.05). Thus, it can be
implied that the students will perceive themselves as more capable
of becoming entrepreneurs as a higher degree of EC leads to a
more positive EA. These findings of our study support H7 and
H8 but reject H6.

Mediating Testing
The Bootstrap method is an ideal test method to investigate
the presence of mediating effect (Preacher and Hayes, 2008).
The criterion is when the confidence interval of the estimated
indirect effect does not contain 0 then there is a significant
mediating effect.

Table 6 demonstrates the test results which confirm that
emotional competency affects EI through EA. In other words,
it shows that the EA serves as the mediator as there is an
insignificant effect of EC on EI, whereas the EC affects the
EI through the mediator EA. These results suggest that EI
is developed among the students who develop higher EC
through positive EA.

Multigroup Analysis
Entrepreneurship has long been seen as a typically male
profession, and women have often found the rewards of starting
a business to be less attractive (Shinnar et al., 2014; Nowiński
et al., 2019). This is because women think that it is difficult to
balance the role of female entrepreneur with that of traditional
women. Running a business takes so much effort that female

TABLE 5 | Summary of the hypothesis tests.

Hypotheses Path Path coefficient t-value p Results

H1 EA→ EI 0.675 9.657 *** Supported

H2 SN→ EI 0.021 0.528 0.598 Not Supported

H3 SN→ EA 0.102 2.021 * Supported

H4 ESE→ EI 0.417 2.645 ** Supported

H5 SN→ ESE 0.019 0.455 0.649 Not Supported

H6 EC→ EI −0.171 −1.015 0.310 Not Supported

H7 EC→ EA 0.772 12.070 *** Supported

H8 EC→ ESE 0.943 15.829 *** Supported

***denotes p < 0.001; **denotes p < 0.01; *denotes p < 0.05; SN,
subjective norms; EA, entrepreneurial attitude; ESE, entrepreneurial self-efficacy;
EI, entrepreneurial intention; EC, emotional competency; figures in parentheses are
the standardized estimates. Supported means the results accept the hypothesis.
Not supported means the results reject the hypothesis.

entrepreneurs are often unable to care for their families.
Following the previous research, we consider it necessary to test
whether the proposed model is invariant when applied to male
and female samples.

The purpose of this analysis was to assess the invariance in the
proposed model being used for both male and female samples.
An initial unconstrained model was constructed to examine
whether the pattern of factors and items was feasible across the
study samples. A multisample procedure with five consequential
hypotheses was applied to consider the final model (Byrne et al.,
1989). They are as follows: (a) Measurement weights model, male
and female students have equal factor loadings on the structural
equation model of EI; (b) structural weights model, male and
female students have equal path coefficient on the structural
equation model of EI; (c) structural covariances model, male and
female students have equal factor covariance on the structural
equation model of EI; (d) structural residuals model, male and
female students have equal latent variable error equation on the
structural equation model of EI; and (e) measurement residuals
model, male and female students have equal error term of
the observed variable on the structural equation model of EI.
Each of the above five models needs to be compared with the
unconstrained model, respectively.

The comparison and goodness-of-fit indices for all models in
the invariance routine are plotted in Tables 7, 8.

Table 7 indicates that the fitting index is sound. Subsequently,
Table 8 highlights that the chi-square difference tests of the

TABLE 6 | The mediating testing result.

Parameter Estimate Lower Upper p Results

ind1 EC → EA → EI 0.675 0.464 0.940 0.001 Supported

ind2 EC→ ESE→ EI 0.509 −0.001 1.293 0.050 Not Supported

ind3 SN→ EA→ EI 0.081 −0.023 0.216 0.115 Not Supported

ind4 SN→ ESE→ EI 0.009 −0.048 0.090 0.603 Not Supported

total 1.077 0.982 1.197 0.001

r1 Ind1/total 0.627 0.439 0.889 0.001

r2 Ind2/total 0.473 0.018 1.246 0.047

r3 Ind3/total 0.075 −0.022 0.193 0.116

r4 Ind4/total 0.009 −0.047 0.081 0.610

diff1 ind2-ind1 0.166 −0.639 0.802 0.602

diff2 ind4-ind3 −0.072 −0.192 0.006 0.063

SN, subjective norms; EA, entrepreneurial attitude; ESE, entrepreneurial self-
efficacy; EI, entrepreneurial intention; EC, emotional competency. Supported
means the results accept the hypothesis. Not supported means the results reject
the hypothesis.

TABLE 7 | Fitting index of multigroup analysis.

Model CMIN DF p TLI CFI RMSEA

Unconstrained 772.674 360.000 0.000 0.939 0.948 0.052

Measurement weights 786.788 376.000 0.000 0.942 0.948 0.051

Structural weights 792.795 384.000 0.000 0.944 0.948 0.050

Structural covariances 820.011 387.000 0.000 0.941 0.945 0.051

Structural residuals 833.925 390.000 0.000 0.940 0.944 0.052

Measurement residuals 877.280 411.000 0.000 0.940 0.941 0.052
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TABLE 8 | Test invariance of multigroup analysis.

Model 1 CMIN 1 DF p 1 TLI 1 CFI 1 RMSEA

Measurement weights 14.114 16.000 0.590 0.003 0.000 −0.001

Structural weights 20.121 24.000 0.690 0.005 0.000 −0.002

Structural covariances 47.337 27.000 0.009 0.002 −0.003 −0.001

Structural residuals 61.251 30.000 0.001 0.001 −0.004 0.000

Measurement residuals 104.606 51.000 0.000 0.001 −0.007 0.000

measurement weights model and structural weights model were
insignificant. While, on other hand, the chi-square difference
between the unconstrained model and the other three models
(measurement residuals model, structural residuals model, and
structural covariances model) was significant. Additionally, the
incremental fit indices demonstrate that such change supports the
differences that are insignificant as shown by a change of 0.01 or
less in the fit indexes (Cheung and Rensvold, 2002). Therefore, we
concluded in support of the model invariance across the samples
of male and female students.

DISCUSSION

The main aim of this work was to find out the major drivers
behind the EI of college students. The literature review has
proposed EI as one of the determinants of entrepreneurial
activities. Additionally, it has been hypothesized that EI is
estimated by different independent variables including EC,
ESE, SN, and EA. The research model (Figure 1) was tested
using structural equation modeling techniques, and the results
revealed a good fit for the data. Most of the hypothesized
associations among the constructs in the research model were
supported, accounting for 80% of the total variance in the
EI. In the subsequent paragraphs, the study findings are
discussed to address the research questions being raised in the
introduction section.

The study findings indicate that ESE and EA have a significant
and direct association with the EI. The study results confirms
that the Chinese higher vocational college students who have
a positive attitude to start and run their own companies
have a positive EI, consistent with the studies by Said et al.
(2021) and Su et al. (2021). It also justifies that the students
from Chinese higher vocational college who believe in their
abilities to achieve the set targets in the critical conditions are
more inclined to have higher EI as supported by the study
from Fernandez-Perez et al. (2019).

Subjective norm did not demonstrate a significant impact on
EI. Furthermore, the results suggested that there is no mediating
effect of SN on EI through ESE or EA. Contrarily, SN displayed
a significant effect on EA. Since most of the students in Chinese
vocational college lack social experience and do not constitute an
independent personality, their attitude toward entrepreneurship
is easily influenced by the people close around them, such as
friends and family members. However, it is not mandatory that
the students will must change their EI in this manner.

Emotional competency also did not demonstrate a significant
impact on EI. This shows that EC completely affects EI through
the mediator EA as reported by Huezo-Ponce et al. (2021).

It also shows that the EI of students in Chinese higher
vocational college is not significantly affected, whereas the EC is
well-supported. However, when the students display a positive
attitude toward entrepreneurial behavior then EC became an
important consideration. Therefore, the colleges should not pass
on the entrepreneurial knowledge and skills being required by
the students, but should encourage students to obtain more
pronounced emotional intelligence.

Finally, a multigroup analysis was conducted to verify the
invariance of the proposed model in both male and female
samples. It was found that there is no significant difference in EI
influencing factors between male and female students.

Our study findings not only contribute to the
development of entrepreneurship theories but also
extend vital inspiration for entrepreneurship role among
Chinese students of higher vocational college. It also
supports the practice and training of entrepreneurship
education in higher vocational institutions and universities.
Hence, this work provides an important framework to
understand the EI of the Chinese students by exploring
the emotional and cognitive factors and their possible
interrelationships. Consequently, this work proposes to
achieve a rational balance, particularly in the decisions with
emotional dimensions.

CONCLUSION

This study has explored four major driving factors behind the EI
of Chinese students among higher vocational college. This work
has put forward research implications for the researchers and
educators to understand the major drivers and their antecedents,
and how these factors interact to explain the high and low levels of
entrepreneurial intent among students. Since, entrepreneurship
requires analytical management skills, the EI of the students
will increase or at least continue to sustain when universities
and other higher educational institutions effectively manage the
stated four variables in the competitive learning environment.

LIMITATION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Despite the significant contributions offered by this study, it
has some limitations and unaddressed questions. First of all,
this work only looked at expected intentions toward expected
behavior, not the behavior itself. Therefore, future studies should
be designed to cover time from a longer perspective. Secondly,
convenience sampling rather than random sampling was used
in this study, and all students came from a single province,
which may affect the representativeness and universality of
the results. In this regard, it is recommended that future
research may compare crossregional students from different
parts of the same country or different countries to test the
hypothesis of the study, which have different cultural, social
norms, and academic backgrounds. Finally, the relevant impact
of entrepreneurship education is not mentioned in the current
research framework. Ni and Ye (2018) studied the EI of students
in Secondary vocational schools in China and pointed out
that entrepreneurship education can play the role of a booster
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and further improve their comprehensive quality and lay the
foundation for their future career development. There is a
positive effect of entrepreneurship education on EI among
students from secondary vocational schools in China. Therefore,
in future studies, we will add this variable to enrich our
research results.

IMPLICATIONS

First, a variety of measures are taken to improve students’ EC.
On the one hand, the cultivation of EC is incorporated into
the compulsory courses of vocational college students, leading
students to understand the inner logic of emotions from multiple
perspectives such as sociology and psychology, and master
appropriate emotional attitudes and emotional skills; on the other
hand, build emotions based on the Internet platform General
education courses to overcome the shortcomings of lack of
professional resources and narrow coverage of offline courses, so
that resources can benefit as many vocational college students as
possible. Secondly, vocational colleges and governments should
attach great importance to cultivating college students’ EA and
ESE, and pay special attention to factors related to EA and
ESE. The government and schools can promote the advantages
of entrepreneurship through courses, hold entrepreneurial
activities, social media, and other channels to create a good
entrepreneurial atmosphere, such as propagating to students

that entrepreneurship has the advantages of solving employment
problems, realizing economic independence, realizing their own
values and dreams, and making contributions to the society
and economy. In addition, from the perspective of SN, families
should also provide higher vocational graduates with greater
tolerance and support in terms of entrepreneurship. Through
these approaches, students’ EA can be changed from bad to good,
so that they can form their EI under the influence of follow-up
training guidance and entrepreneurial role models. Finally, the
government should create a better entrepreneurial environment
for college students, such as establishing social entrepreneurship
support projects, providing entrepreneurial funds, and providing
free entrepreneurial venues so that college students can easily
start their businesses.
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The twenty-first century is arguably the century of computing. In such a world saturated

by computing, Computational Thinking is now recognized as a foundational competency

for being an informed citizen and being successful in STEM work. Nevertheless, how

to effectively import different types of teaching methods in university courses (lecture

based learning, project based learning) is subjected to further evaluation. Currently, the

arguments in favor of tangible robots including high interaction, great practicality, and

specific operation results make themselves to be often used as a teaching medium

and tool for teaching activities between teachers and students. Hence, in addition to

cultivating students with computational thinking ability, this paper discussed how to

integrate tangible robots into project-based learning courses of thinking skills training

to improve the learning performance of the computational thinking ability. This study

conducted in one semester on the 105 students from three classes. Experimental results

show that the project-based learning method integrated with the teaching material of

robotic visual programs approach had significantly better effectiveness in improving

students’ learning achievements than the traditional teaching method integrated with

paper practice teachingmaterials approach. Analysis of the questionnaire results showed

that the proposed learning approach did not increase the students’ cognitive burden. In

sum, the proposed approach helps students’ learning achievement and cognitive load.

Keywords: computational thinking (CT), tangible robots, project based learning (PBL), cognitive load, learning

performance (LP)

INTRODUCTION

The twenty-first century has been said to be a computing century (Grover and Pea, 2018), with
applications such as artificial intelligence, big data, speech and facial recognition, robotics, Internet
of Things, cloud computing, autonomous vehicles and other technologies integrated into many
aspects of life. This is changing the ways people work, interact, communicate, shop, dine, travel,
and get news and entertainment (Grover and Pea, 2018). In a world filled with computing
behavior, computational thinking (CT) had been recognized as a basic capability to succeed in
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STEM-related work (Bertrand and Namukasa, 2020; Bai et al.,
2021; Lin et al., 2021). The concept of computational thinking
was proposed by Wing (2006) as an analytical approach to
thinking based on computational concepts. It is a basic capability
to solve problems, design systems, and explore human behavior.
Taylor and Baek (2019) contended that computational thinking
allowed people to use a thinking mode similar to that used
by computer scientists when facing problems. With the rise of
automation and artificial intelligence, economists predicted there
would be 800 million relevant jobs available by 2030 (McKinsey
Global Institute, 2017). Therefore, it is very important to train
students with good computational thinking abilities to help them
face this technology-driven world (Voogt et al., 2015; Wing and
Stanzione, 2016; Tsortanidou et al., 2019; Fidai et al., 2020; Tang
et al., 2020; Kaspersen et al., 2021; Lavi et al., 2021; Israel-
Fishelson and Hershkovitz, 2022).

As part of this, countries worldwide have made substantial
investments in policies developing intelligent robots for industry,
and robots for use in education are an area worthy of
development. Educational robots act as teachers to transmit
educational material or help students to better understand the
educational content, and this is referred to robot teaching
(Benitti, 2012). The traditional teaching mode focuses on
collective teaching and is relatively easy to implement teaching
methods. Traditional teaching is based on teacher-based lectures,
with less time for students to participate and fewer opportunities
for interaction between teachers and students. Educational
materials were from teachers or teaching material prepared
by them. It also has limited ability to assess and diagnose
students’ learning, but waiting until testing. In contrast, robots in
the classroom teaching can provide high interactivity, practical
operation, flexible operations, and evaluation of results. It
can both align with students’ cognitive ability, and stimulate
their learning motivation with novel robotic teaching materials
(Yin, 2021).

The process of knowledge development is based on senses,
including of vision, hearing, touch and kinesthetics (Zager
et al., 2012). Through the accumulation of experience gained
from these perceptions, knowledge could be internalized. One
of the main differences between instruction provided by a
tangible robot and that of traditional teaching is that the
senses used in traditional teaching activities are only visual
and auditory. In contrast, when using a tangible robot as a
teaching medium, its touchability can supplement the visual and
auditory senses, enhancing learning effect (Lemay et al., 2021).
These multi-sensory teaching methods can enhance learning
interest, concentration, memory, and emotional focus to improve
learning achievement.

With advances in robotics, robots can improve the learning
motivation of students (Hung et al., 2013), though the integration
of robots in daily teaching activities is still limited. Therefore,
this paper seeks to integrate them into courses of computational
thinking. Tangible robots were deployed to provide learners
with different sensory learning preferences and thereby enhance
their learning. Hence, in addition to cultivating students’
computational thinking capabilities, this research also explores
how to integrate tangible robots computational thinking courses.

An experiment was conducted to demonstrate the effectiveness
of the proposed approach.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Computational Thinking
As Wing (2006) defined computational thinking, it is a thinking
model using basic concepts of computer science for problem
solving, system design and understanding human behavior.
She contended that computer computing should be a factor
added to basic language skills. In addition to reading and
writing, computational skills should be added into the concepts
of computer science. The thinking skills of computer science
were not merely to obtain patents for computer scientists, but
also should be part of the capabilities and literacy necessarily
for anyone. Wing and Stanzione (2016) further proposed
computational thinking was not only about problem solving,
but also about a series of abilities in problem formulation.
Computational thinking (CT) (Wing, 2006) was proposed as
the basic ability to become an informed citizen, making STEM-
related work successful (Grover and Pea, 2018). Kao (2011)
proposed four aspects of computational thinking based on Wing
(2006)’s proposals. According to these four dimensions, BBC
Bitesize (2017) revised the pattern generalization to re-propose
four aspects of computational thinking for abstraction. These
second four aspects were also adopted by Google as the content
of computational thinking.

Project-Based Learning
Project-based learning (PBL) originated from medical education
in the 1960s, based on Dewey’s progressive educational theories
(Marx et al., 1997). PBL courses increase the interest of students
by providing themwith opportunities to deal with contextualized
problems, connecting what they learn in schools with their
experiences outside school (Brown et al., 1989; Jurow, 2005). Bell
(2010) contended that PBL created key strategies for independent
thinking and learning. PBL could not only teach what students
should learn, but also how students should learn (Wilhelm et al.,
2008). Learners to submitted results that allowed them to find
problems in topics using problem-solving methods and active
learning. From learning tasks, learners could construct a teaching
method based on their own knowledge (Thomas, 2000), thereby
enhancing students’ involvement in learning (Guo et al., 2020).
As project-oriented learning was verified, it gave students the
abilities of active learning, pursuing their interests and solving
problems (Duke et al., 2021).

In addition to medical education, PBL pedagogy was
also applied in computer science. The University of Sydney
in Australia found that students’ initial skills and attitudes
toward information science would affect their future learning
performance (Bell, 2005), so PBL pedagogy was used in courses
on programming languages in 1996. The University of Delaware
began to adopt the PBL pedagogy model in physics, chemistry
and biology courses two decades ago (Herreid, 2003).

Preparing PBL teacher’s guides for project-based learning
is a complex task (Fleming, 2000). Based on difficult and
challenging problems, learners work on designing processes,

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 2 January 2022 | Volume 12 | Article 82856881

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Hsieh et al. Computational Thinking With Tangible Robots

solving problems, making decisions, investigation and research.
These activities cultivate independent thinking and show how to
make things work and complete tasks. The current study applies
PBL in an initial stage, a development stage and an evaluation
stage. The initial stage includes driving problems, basic teaching
and guiding students to find resources. The development stage
includes project planning and production. The evaluation stage
includes self-evaluation, self-correction, achievement sharing
and evaluation.

Tangible Robot
Robots can do highly repetitive or dangerous tasks that
humans are unwilling to do, or work under conditions not
suitable for humans, like outer space or the deep sea. With
the development and integration of technologies such as
mechanics, electronics, information and big data, the functions
and technical levels of robots have been greatly improved, with
their applications in various industries becoming increasingly
mature. In particular, the production of intelligent robots
has extended from automatic equipment such as mechanical
arms to humanoid or doll-like robots. Robots have also been
integrated into teaching applications and personalized services,
and applications combining robots with artificial intelligence
technologies could greatly extend their use.

The continuous innovation of robot researches and
technological development could also have considerable
impact on the educational environment, especially in the current
K-12 learning environment. Educational robots have already
been used to assist special-education learning activities (Benitti,
2012; Hung et al., 2013; Taylor and Baek, 2019; Witherspoon and
Schunn, 2019; Kucuk and Sisman, 2020; Sen et al., 2021; Yin,
2021). From a market perspective, the definition of educational
robots could be divided into two types of products. First,
educational robotics provide a learning environment motivating
participants to design and build robots, basically a teaching
aid used for robot education. For example, Lego and Mbot
could stimulate the creation of robot products. In the second
category, educational robots indicate a complete robot product
functioned with teaching intelligence educational activities. For
example, NAO robots could be used to accompany with children
for learning. The educational robots indicated in this research
belong to the second category, functioning with teaching and
dialogue skills.

Cognitive Load
The cognitive load theory proposed by Sweller (1988) has
been used to construct human cognitive structure models
and to develop teaching design principles and strategies (Van
Merriënboer and Sweller, 2010). Sweller et al. (2007) defined
cognitive load as a kind of “cognitive energy” meaning the
interaction between mental load and effort when people face the
load generated bymessages (Sweller, 1988). Cognitive load theory
can also provide the basis for developing instructional design
(Kalyuga and Sweller, 2004; Sweller et al., 2007; De Jong, 2010).
For the design of instructional content, Sweller (2021) contended
that instructional design was required for the processing of
working memory. The sources of learners’ cognitive load are

divided into three types: intrinsic cognitive load, extraneous
cognitive load and germane cognitive load (VanMerrienboer and
Sweller, 2005).

Subjective rating scales (Leppink et al., 2013) are the most
commonly used to measure cognitive load in the past. For
example, the 7-point mental effort scales proposed by Sweller
et al. (1998) are recognized as a credible cognitive load
measurement method.

RESEARCH DESIGN

This study uses quasi-experimental design methods to explore
how different teachingmethods for computational thinking affect
the computational thinking and utilization abilities of university
students. It considers how different teaching methods influence
computational thinking abilities of university students.

Participants
Freshman students from a private university of science and
technology in Tainan City were recruited as experimental
subjects. There were 105 students recruited and randomly
assigned into three groups (control group, experimental group
A and experimental group B). The 35 students in the
control group received traditional teaching methods. The 35
students in experimental group A received project-based learning
methods integrated with a computer-based visual program.
The 35 students in experimental group B receiving project-
based learning methods integrated with a robot-based visual
program. To avoid randomly assigned students having significant
background differences, the random assignment process used
sampling so that the groups were balanced for IT-related majors
and for gender.

Measuring Tools
To understand how different teaching methods influence
the learning effectiveness of students’ computational
thinking, Bebras (International Challenge on Informatics and
Computational Thinking, http://www.bebras.org) was used as a
test tool to analyze the improvements in computational thinking
capabilities of the students from different experimental groups.

Scoring of the Bebras questions for international computing
thinking capabilities was based on the difficulty of individual
questions. Points were added for correct answers and deducted
for wrong answers. No points were added or deducted for
questions not answered. There were 15 questions for every
test and different difficulty levels were equally assigned into
5 questions on average. Easier questions would add 12 points
for correct answers, but deduct 3 points for wrong answers.
Moderately difficult questions would add 16 points for correct
answers, but reduce 4 points for wrong answers. Questions with
difficult levels would add 20 points for correct answers, but
deduct 5 points for wrong answers. The overall initial score was
60 points. The lowest score was 0 points and the highest score was
300 points.

The cognitive load questionnaire was developed based on
the cognitive load measure proposed by Sweller et al. (1998). It
consisted of 4 questionnaire items, each with a 7-point Likert
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TABLE 1 | Experimental procedure of three groups.

Group Pre-test 8 weeks of

teaching

Post-test Followup-

test

(week 1) (week 2∼9) (week 10) (week18)

Experimental group A O1 TP+S O2 O3

Experimental group B O1 TP+R O2 O3

Control group O1 TL O2 O3

O1: The pre-test adopted the Bebras questions (an official version); O2: the post-test

adopted the Bebras questions (a modified version A); O3: the followup-test adopted

the Bebras questions (a modified version B); L: the traditional teaching method; P:

project-based learning method; S: the computerized graphical program “Scratch”; R: the

graphical program module entity was combined with tactile NUWA Robotics.

scale. The Cronbach’s alpha of the questionnaire was 0.88,
showing adequate internal consistency in evaluating the cognitive
load of the students.

Experimental Procedure
The experiment was meant to understand the effectiveness to
enhance computational thinking capabilities among university
students derived by different teaching methods of computational
thinking. Table 1 shows the research design. In line with
experimental work, we regarded the teacher, classroom
environment, and teaching materials as control variables. We
invited freshman in a general education course of computer
concepts to participate in the experimental study. Then, the
students were randomly divided into three groups. We tried
to understand the student responses’ characteristics via the
simple oral report, showing their academic background non-
related to IT or engineering field, and the less experience of
using robotics.

Before experiments, during the first week, the Bebras
questions (an official version) was used to conduct a pre-
test (O1) on three groups of students to explore the basic
degree of students’ computational thinking capabilities
and understand the starting behavior of students’ various
computational thinking elements. In the teaching experiment
processes, three classes taking the required general thinking
and training courses were integrated into 8-week teaching
courses and 2-week 120-min teaching courses of computing
thinking capabilities.

The control group used teachers for traditional teaching
with slides. It was further integrated with the book (Scratch
programmed by Program the World) to conduct an unplugged
teaching method (L). Teaching contents and methods were
mainly conducted by traditional didactic teaching, aided by
student practicing.

Experimental group A adopted a project-based learning
method (P). Teachers acted as learning assistants or coaches to
provide necessary learning guidelines and resources. Students
were requested to research a topic or theme. These research
questions originated from daily life. Computer classrooms
allowed students to use the Scratch (https://scratch.mit.edu/) for
topic development (S).

Experimental group B also adopted a project-based learning
method (P), with teachers acting as learning assistants or
coaches to provide necessary learning guidelines and resources.
Students were requested to research a topic or theme. These
questions also originated from daily life. Moreover, the classroom
environment allowed students to develop special topics for
tangible NUWA (https://www.nuwarobotics.com/en/) Robotics
(R) shown in Table 2. NUWA is a STEM-based robot program
that gives student real-time support, including a computer
monitor screen that displays learning materials, videos and
games, bringing interactivity to users. We afforded NUWA
for every individual participants in the experimental context.
STEM is an interdisciplinary and applied approach (Bertrand
and Namukasa, 2020). In this study, our STEM-based robot
programs depend on the idea of students in multi-sensory
teaching methods, its touchability can support the visual and
auditory senses, enhancing learning interest and constantly focus
on projects. Eventually, improving the STEM experience for
student is aimed to our programs, and help students achieve
their potential of computational thinking ability as learners by
the robot’s assistance.

One week after the end of the teaching, a post-test (O2) was
conducted on the three groups of students with the modified
Bebras questions (a modified version A) to understand whether
different teaching methods of computational thinking could help
students improve their computing thinking capabilities. It was
further meant to explore whether the teaching methods of these
three groups showed significant differences to improve students’
computing thinking capabilities.

At the end of the semester, revised Bebras questions (a
modified version B) were further modified to implement
delayed post-tests (O3) on three groups of students. These
evaluated the maintenance status for students using their
improved computing thinking capabilities, as affected by the
different teaching methods of computational thinking after
half a semester. It was also further meant to evaluate the
different degrees of improved computational thinking ability in
the three groups of students, as affected by teaching methods.
This study didn’t involve any human subject research, and
all participants are voluntary. Regardless of control group or
experimental group, the informed consent of the procedures
and possible risks were obtained in the form of written and
witnessed documentation from the participant. Additionally, we
ensure the anonymity of research participants is maintained in
subsequent reports.

RESULTS

Learning Achievement
Before the experiment, a test of Bebras questions (O1) was
conducted to understand the differences in computational
thinking among the three groups. The results are
presented in Table 3.

After the learning activity, the three groups of students took
the post-test. The pre-test scores were regarded as the covariance
for analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) to delete the effects of
pretests on learning outcome. The homogeneity of the regression
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TABLE 2 | Scenario and teaching approach of three groups.

Group Experimental group A Experimental group B Control group

Teaching method Project-based learning method Project-based learning method Traditional teaching

Teaching time 8 weeks 960min 8 weeks 960min 8 weeks 960 min

Teacher Yes (the same teacher) Yes (the same teacher) Yes (the same teacher)

Learning aids Computer stand-alone environment

Graphical program module

Scratch

Tablet environment

The graphical program module combined with

tactile NUWA robotics

Traditional classroom environment

Scratch, the unplugged teaching group

TABLE 3 | Pre-test results of the computational thinking.

Group N Mean SD

(EA) Experimental group A 35 46.49 24.69

(EB) Experimental group B 35 48.51 33.04

(C) Control group 35 53.69 27.11

coefficient was tested, which revealed that interaction F between
the covariance was 0.275 (p> 0.05). This confirms the hypothesis
of homogeneity of the regression coefficient.

Table 4 shows the ANCOVA result on the post-test scores
of the three groups. The means and standard deviations of the
post-test scores were 202.69 and 31.13 for experimental group A,
207.46 and 28.67 for experimental group B, and 189.60 and 26.10
for the control group. The post-test scores of the three groups
are significantly different with F = 4.12 (p < 0.05). The pairwise
comparisons show a significant difference between experimental
group B and the control group. Thus, students in experimental
group B had significantly better learning achievement than the
students in the control group.

Table 5 shows the ANCOVA result on the follow-up test
scores of the three groups. The means and standard deviations
of the post-test scores were 202.69 and 31.13 for experimental
group A, 207.46 and 28.67 for experimental group B, and
189.60 and 26.10 for the control group. The post-test scores
of the three groups are significantly different with F = 4.12
(p < 0.05). Pairwise comparisons show a significant difference
between experimental group B and the control group. Thus,
students in experimental group B had significantly better learning
achievement than students in in the control group.

Cognitive Load
Table 6 presents the analysis results of the students’ cognitive
load. The mean and standard deviation are 3.83 and 1.22 for the
control group, 3.97 and 1.34 for experimental group A, and 4.11
and 1.37 for experimental group B. Although both experimental
groups had slightly higher mean scores than the control group,
the ANOVA result (F = 0.42 and p > 0.05) showed no significant
difference between the three groups, implying that the three
groups of students experienced equivalent levels of cognitive
load during the learning activity. Moreover, the average cognitive

loads of the three groups were not high, implying that project-
based learning courses of thinking skills training provide an easy
and relaxedway for students to learn. In addition, it is noteworthy
that experimental group A had lower average cognitive load than
experimental group B, showing that the lead in of the computer-
based visual program could have eased the cognitive load of
the students using the robot-based visual program to access the
computational thinking courses.

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

According to the multisensory teaching theory, when courses
provide learners of varied learning preference with information
through visual, auditory and haptic means, the learners’
learning performance will be improved. This paper includes
a discussion of the theoretical implications of PBL for the
learning performance, supporting applied technology via
tangible robots based on multisensory-oriented project.
We explained how tangible robots can be integrated into
project-based learning courses of thinking skills training
to improve the learning performance of the computational
thinking ability.

The educational implications of this study are far reaching. A
learning activity compared the learning performance of students
who used the traditional teaching method integrated with paper
practice teaching materials, students who used the project-
based learning method integrated with the teaching material
of computerized visual programs, and students who used the
project-based learning method integrated with the teaching
material of robotic visual programs.

Experimental results show that the project-based learning
method integrated with the teaching material of robotic visual
programs approach had significantly better effectiveness
in improving students’ learning achievements than the
traditional teaching method integrated with paper practice
teaching materials approach. Analysis of the questionnaire
results showed that the proposed learning approach did
not increase the students’ cognitive burden. In sum, the
proposed approach helps students’ learning achievement and
cognitive load.

Although the experimental results demonstrate the benefits
of using a project-based learning method integrated with
the teaching material of robotic visual programs, there are
some limitations in the present study. For example, although
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TABLE 4 | ANCOVA results of learning achievement on the post-test scores of the three groups.

Group N Mean S.D. F Partial eta squared Pairwise comparisons

(EA) Experimental group A 35 202.69 31.13 4.12* 0.075 (EB) > (C)*

(EB) Experimental group B 35 207.46 28.67

(C) Control group 35 189.60 26.10

Total number of students 105 199.91 29.42

*p < 0.05.

TABLE 5 | ANCOVA results of learning achievement on the followup-test scores of the three groups.

Group N Mean S.D. F Partial eta squared Pairwise comparisons

(EA) Experimental group A 35 185.89 32.18 3.24* 0.060 (EB) > (C)*

(EB) Experimental group B 35 190.31 29.48

(C) Control group 35 173.91 25.97

Total number of students 105 183.37 29.86

*p < 0.05.

TABLE 6 | ANOVA result of cognitive load on the three groups.

Group N Mean S.D. F

(EA) Experimental group A 35 3.97 1.34 0.42

(EB) Experimental group B 35 4.11 1.37

(C) Control group 35 3.83 1.22

tangible educational robotic, such as the NUWA, are becoming
increasingly popular, few students have access to such a learning
technology at present. However, researchers have predicted that
robots will become a common learning tools in the near future
(Benitti, 2012; Taylor and Baek, 2019; Kucuk and Sisman, 2020;
Sen et al., 2021), implying that the proposed approach has the
potential to become a widely-used learning model. Another
limitation of this study is that the learning courses of thinking
skills training was conducted with college freshmen. Therefore,
one of our future research directions is to extend this study to
other subjects and to students of different ages to further evaluate
the effectiveness of this approach.
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In recent years, workplace well-being has been a popular research topic, because it is 
helpful to promote employees’ welfare, thereby bringing valuable personal and organizational 
outcomes. With the development of technology, the technology industry plays an important 
role in Taiwan. Although the salary and benefits provided by the technology industry are 
better than other industries, the work often requires a lot of time and effort. It is worth 
paying attention to whether a happy workplace will bring subjective well-being for the 
technology industry in Taiwan. This study explored the influence of workplace well-being, 
job involvement, and flow on the subjective well-being. The research was conducted by 
a questionnaire survey. A total of 256 employees in the technology industry in the Nanzi 
Processing Zone in Kaohsiung City, Taiwan were surveyed. Collected data were analyzed 
by statistical methods, such as multivariate and structural equation models. The study 
results indicated that workplace well-being, flow, and job involvement have a positive and 
significant impact on the subjective well-being. In addition to having a direct impact on 
subjective well-being, flow is also a significant variable to mediate the impact of workplace 
well-being to subjective well-being. In addition, job involvement also affects subjective 
well-being through flow, which means that the state of selflessness at work is the most 
important factor affecting subjective well-being. Finally, based on the research findings, 
the researcher provided practical suggestions to the government and the technology industry.

Keywords: workplace well-being, job involvement, flow, subjective well-being, technological employee

INTRODUCTION

The advance of new technology makes humans live better. However, the development of 
technology relied on the dedication of employees who worked in the high-tech industry. 
According to a survey conducted by the Human Resources Bank of Taiwan, there are nearly 
6  million overwork employees worked under high pressure in three major industries, including 
finance, technology, and communications.

They usually worked overtime and which caused them to have health problems, such as 
cardiovascular disease or stroke because of the high pressure of the industry. However, 
people ignore the pressure of the technology industry because its salary and benefits are 
much higher than those of traditional industries. The technology industry still attracts many 
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young job seekers in Taiwan. To achieve sustainable 
development, the organization should avoid the loss of human 
resources and pay attention to the employees’ perception of 
well-being.

Well-being is what everyone desires most, and it is also 
the goal that people have always wanted to pursue. Li and 
Yu (2014) believed that in the past, people thought that if 
they avoided suffering, they would feel happy. However, modern 
people are more progressive in pursuing well-being. Butt et  al. 
(2020) believed that happier people feel that work is more 
important. Therefore, the study of subjective well-being is widely 
used in organizational-related research since subjective well-
being can effectively make employees actively participate in 
work so that productivity and performance would be improved. 
Also, it is related to whether the company can maintain a 
competitive advantage in the future, subjective well-being has 
received considerable attention within the organization 
(Kuykendall et  al., 2015), and for its effect on the workplace 
performance (Okun, 2022).

In recent years, newspapers, magazines, and news media 
have often mentioned the term “happy enterprise” in Taiwan. 
A happy enterprise would provide a happy workplace that can 
help promote the well-being of employees, thereby bringing 
valuable atmosphere to the organization (Wilks and Neto, 2013). 
Taiwan 1,111 Manpower Bank cooperated with major news 
media, such as China Times to jointly promote several “happy 
enterprises” selection activities to commend happy companies. 
From the winner list of 2011 to 2021, most of them belong 
to the technology industry (Huang and Yen, 2018). The technology 
industry is trying hard to promote a happy workplace. Because 
the nature of the work is in line with the trend of the times, 
employees in the technology industry must constantly improve 
to keep up with the pace of the times, and their work pressure 
is relatively higher than in other industries. Although the salary 
and benefits of the technology industry are better than those 
of other industries, it is worth exploring whether it will increase 
the subjective well-being of employees. Therefore, this study 
uses the subjective well-being of employees in the technology 
industry as the dependent variable, and workplace well-being 
as the independent variable, to explore the relationship between 
workplace well-being and subjective well-being.

Job involvement is the attitude of the worker, which will 
be reflected in the work, organization, colleagues, and situation. 
Work input would affect the behavior of the worker (Hwang 
and Han, 2015; Wang and Chang, 2016). Hsu et  al. (2019) 
believed that job involvement is more effective in assessing 
employees’ work attitudes than job satisfaction. Then, Lin and 
Tien (2018) also pointed out that the work of all employees, 
with the company’s good leadership, would improve 
organizational performance. In the technology industry, if 
employees want to have outstanding work performance, they 
must also have work more. However, whether work input will 
bring more happiness remains to be further verified. This study 
uses job involvement as a mediating variable to explore whether 
the provision of a happy workplace will make employees more 
engaged in work and have a positive impact on subjective 
well-being.

Flow was defined as a source of energy that allows people 
to concentrate on what they want to do (Kim and Thapa, 
2018; Wang et  al., 2018). It can also be  regarded as a pleasant 
state and experience. Kim and Hall (2019) studied the impact 
of consumer virtual reality (VR) travel hedonic behavior on 
continuous use and the impact of subjective well-being. It was 
found that the perceived pleasure of flow state has a significant 
impact on subjective well-being. It was also confirmed that if 
employees focus on the task’s flow experience, they will help 
improve their happiness at work (Kawalya et  al., 2019). A 
meaningful feeling will bring intrinsic motivation and make 
employees work happily. To make them think that work is a 
pleasant experience, which is of great help to the improvement 
of happiness. Therefore, this research also explores the relationship 
between flow and subjective well-being, and whether the happy 
workplace will influence subjective well-being through flow. 
Based on the above, this research uses employees in the 
technology industry as the survey object to explore the dual-
mediation model of the workplace well-being on subjective 
well-being, in order to understand the direct and indirect 
effects of workplace well-being on subjective well-being.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Subjective Well-Being
Subjective well-being is defined as individuals’ cognitive and 
affective evaluations of their own lives (Seligman, 2018). Subjective 
well-being refers to an individual’s subjective emotional perception 
of the overall life (Lin et  al., 2014; Shang et  al., 2018). It is 
everyone’s pursuit of life. Taheri et  al. (2019) focused on the 
personnel of Iranian public organizations as the research object. 
The study found that both personal and organizational factors 
affect the subjective well-being of employees. Moreover, Horowitz 
(2016) explored the impact of five dimensions (individual task 
freedom, monetary compensation, work safety, low work intensity, 
and safe working conditions) on the subjective well-being of 
American employees’ work quality. The research results showed 
that the quality of work affected subjective well-being by improving 
social life, promoting physical health, and increasing leisure time. 
Then, Darvishmotevali and Ali (2020) explored the relationship 
between job insecurity, subjective well-being, and job performance 
with 250 hotel employees. The study found that subjective well-
being has a positive impact on employees’ work performance. 
From the above literature discussion, subjective well-being would 
be affected by organizational factors or conditions, and subjective 
well-being would affect job performance. Also, Butt et al. (2020) 
believed that people who are more conscious of well-being would 
take their work more seriously, be  more dedicated, and have 
higher job satisfaction. Therefore, the organization has turned 
its attention to how to ensure the well-being of employees has 
become an important task for management.

Workplace Well-Being
Since employee well-being is highly correlated with job satisfaction 
(Tamariz et al., 2021), job performance, and productivity (Kuykendall 
et  al., 2015), the company should provide an environment that 
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can create happiness for employees to feel well-being in the 
workplace. Wok and Hashim (2015) stated that happiness in the 
workplace is also considered an essential element of successful 
organizations. A happy workplace can retain talent on the one 
hand and attract new employees on the other. Because employees’ 
expectations of the workplace are expanding, many are looking 
for jobs that offer personal development, fulfillment, and well-
being (Slemp et  al., 2015). Then, Li et  al. (2020) studied 356 
Chinese healthcare workers and found that non-workaholics’ 
perceptions of happiness in the workplace decreased as work 
intensity increased. Also, Singh et al. (2019) explored the relationship 
between self-efficacy and well-being in the workplace with 527 
full-time executives in Indi. Research findings showed that self-
efficacy has a significant relationship with workplace well-being. 
Furthermore, the result suggests that the relationship between 
self-efficacy and workplace well-being was stronger among executives 
with a high level of sustainability practices and vice versa. Most 
school graduates would choose tech-related industry as their first 
job because the technology industry has better pay, benefits, and 
working environment compared with other industries. Therefore, 
this study determined workplace well-being as the independent 
variable and explore its effect on subjective well-being through flow.

Job Involvement
According to Chukwusa (2020), job involvement means that 
employees not only work to earn a living but also more importantly, 
derive natural satisfaction from the work itself. They not only 
work on time but also are willing to work overtime without 
complaining. Lee et  al. (2020) believed that job involvement is 
a key factor contributing to personal growth, satisfaction, and 
workplace goal-directed behavior. Moreover, Rehman et al. (2020) 
examined different leadership behaviors, job involvement, and 
performance of 757 Chinese and Middle Eastern managers and 
found that leadership behaviors affect employees’ job involvement 
and performance. Then, Lee et  al. (2020) conducted a survey of 
360 employees in the travel industry. The research results found 
that job involvement positively influences well-being. In summary, 
job involvement affects work performance and plays an important 
role in personal well-being. In addition, job involvement is associate 
with work-family conflict and workers’ age (Lambert et al., 2020).

Flow
Kawalya et  al. (2019) defined flow as the overall feeling that 
employees feel when they are fully engaged. According to Zhou 
(2019) and Gao et  al. (2015), flow is an experience that people 
feel when they are fully focused on their actions. When a 
person is in a state of flow, people become absorbed in the 
activity they are engaged in and lose their perception of the 
outside world. In recent years, the concept of flow experience 
has been widely applied in social commerce (Zhou, 2019), online 
games (Chen et al., 2018), or leisure domain (Tang et al., 2019), 
and there are also studies that apply the concept of flow to 
the topic of work (Kawalya et  al., 2019). Therefore, this study 
attempts to incorporate flow in to the model to investigate the 
effect of flow on subjective well-being and whether workplace 
well-being can further affect subjective well-being through flow.

Research Hypotheses
Related Works of Workplace Well-Being and 
Subjective Well-Being
Workplace well-being and subjective well-being are more and 
more popular in academic and business settings. For example, 
Kun and Gadanecz (2019) studied the relationship between 
workplace well-being and psychological capital. They proved 
that workplace well-being would impact psychological capital 
significantly. The findings of Sahai and Mahapatra (2020) 
also indicated that job involvement and job satisfaction play 
important roles in workplace well-being. Workplace well-
being is considered essential for a successful business and 
would increase employee psychological functioning and 
psychological well-being, including hedonic (e.g., affective 
and satisfaction; DiPietro et  al., 2020) and affective (e.g., 
engagement; Wardani et  al., 2020; Koon and Ho, 2021). The 
provision of workplace well-being contributes to the happiness 
of employees. The technology industry is likely to increase 
the subjective well-being of employees because of the excellent 
benefits, working environment, and promotion path it offers. 
Therefore, based on the above literature, this study proposes 
the hypothesis H1 as:

H1: Workplace well-being has a positive and significant 
impact on employees’ subjective well-being.

Related Works of Workplace Well-Being and 
Subjective Well-Being
The more employees work, the higher employees’ awareness 
of work characteristics, the more employees perceive intrinsic 
value, and the higher employees’ subjective well-being would 
be. Lambert et  al. (2018) explored the relationship between 
work stress, job involvement on well-being. They found that 
there is a positive effect of job involvement on well-being. 
Moreover, a study by Zhou et al. (2019) found that employees 
perceive themselves to be  closely related to the organization 
when their sense of identification with the organization is 
higher. Employees who want to be praised by the organization 
would be  more engaged in their work, which in turn would 
lead to a greater sense of well-being. Then, Lee et  al. (2020) 
explored the relationship between job involvement and well-
being among cruise ship employees during their travel 
experience. Their research findings showed that working 
under a pleasant travel experience not only has a positive 
impact on job involvement but also produces a high sense 
of well-being. Therefore, this study proposes the 
hypothesis H2 as:

H2: Job involvement has a positive and significant 
impact on subjective well-being.

Related Works of Flow and Subjective Well-Being
Flow has a positive relationship to subjective well-being. For 
example, Kim and Hall (2019) found that consumers’ perceived 
pleasure of flow states had a significant effect on subjective 
well-being. Since the flow is to enter the “no-self state,” in 
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this state, one forgets about time, space, and even oneself. 
When one focuses only on what he/she is doing, one feels a 
unity of mind and body, happiness, and joy. Kim and Hall 
(2019) explored the relationship between flow and subjective 
well-being using virtual reality (VR) travel as a target scenario. 
The study results also confirmed the highly significant effect 
of consumers’ perceived pleasure and flow state on subjective 
well-being. Moreover, Kawalya et  al. (2019) explored the 
relationship between flow experiences on psychological capital 
and well-being in the workplace with a sample of 800 nurses. 
The findings revealed a significant positive relationship between 
flow experiences on psychological capital in the workplace and 
well-being. According to the above literature, this study proposes 
the hypothesis H3 as:

H3: Flow has a positive and significant impact on 
subjective well-being.

Related Works of Workplace Well-Being and Job 
Involvement
Though workplace well-being is multidimensional (Na’imah 
et  al., 2021), it is relevant to job involvement. Brunetto et  al. 
(2012) surveyed 193 police officers in Australia to examine 
the impact of emotional intelligence on job involvement and 
workplace well-being. Research findings indicated that emotional 
intelligence affects job involvement and workplace well-being. 
Moreover, Huang et  al. (2016) targeted human resource 
managers/professionals in manufacturing, financial, and service 
companies in Taiwan to determine the relevance of workplace 
well-being and job involvement. The technology industry often 
invests a lot of resources to promote work and life balance 
outside of work, which will make employees more willing 
to commit to their work. Therefore, this study proposes the 
hypothesis H4 as:

H4: Workplace well-being has a positive and significant 
impact on job involvement.

Related Works of Workplace Well-Being  
and Flow
There is a correlation between workplace well-being and 
mind flow. Wok and Hashim (2015) suggested that the focus 
of workplace well-being is on the individual’s experience of 
the work environment. The concept is therefore similar to 
flow, as the components of flow include clear goals, clear 
feedback, a sense of control, etc. All of these are consistent 
with the environment and conditions offered by workplace 
well-being. That is when an organization can provide enough 
conditions to make people feel well-being, then more employees 
have no worries in this environment. The more employees 
can show their best working ability, the more they can 
naturally experience joyful emotions at work, concentrate 
on work, have fun at work and forget about the passage 
of time.

Scholars pointed out that a happy and healthy workplace 
allows employees to develop themselves, interact interpersonally, 

and use skills. A good workplace should have reasonable goals, 
a balance of personal safety, supportive supervision, adequate 
rewards for work, and meaningful work development. When 
employees work in such a workplace, they should be  able to 
devote themselves. Therefore, if employees in the technology 
industry could experience workplace well-being, they would 
spend most of their time at work. This study proposes the 
hypothesis H5 as:

H5: Workplace well-being has a positive and significant 
impact on flow.

Related Job Involvement and Flow
Job involvement is the degree to which a person is fully 
dedicated to his or her work. If employees gain great job 
satisfaction, they are willing to put more effort into the work 
or involve themselves more in the job with no complaints. 
Flow is the state of total concentration and forgetfulness when 
doing something. Flow is more than just work input; it is the 
overall feeling that employees have when they are doing their 
best. It can infer that the higher the job involvement, the 
more satisfied employees can receive, and which makes them 
experience more flow under such a workplace.

Therefore, there is a correlation between job involvement 
and the state of flow. Fan (2013) investigated the relationship 
between organizational belongingness, mobility experience, 
and positive behavior of salon employees in a Taiwanese 
salon organization. The research findings showed that flow 
experience is highly correlated with employee motivation and 
the ability to meet workplace challenges. Moreover, Peifer 
et  al. (2020) studied how incomplete tasks at work were 
related to flow experiences with 93 employees as subjects. 
The results of the study showed that a person’s job involvement 
in an unfinished task was associated with flow experiences. 
Accordingly, it can be  inferred that as employees in the 
technology industry become more engaged in their work, if 
they can enter the state of flow. Therefore, this study proposes 
the hypothesis H6 as:

H6: Job involvement has a positive and significant 
impact on flow.

Table  1 shows the research hypothesis and its references, 
and Figure  1 displays the research framework.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Questionnaire Design
The questionnaire is divided into two parts: the first part is 
the basic personal information of technology employees in 
terms of gender, marriage, job title, and education level. The 
second part is about the factors impacting the subjective well-
being of employees in the technology industry, which are three 
dimensions, namely, workplace well-being, job involvement, 
and flow. The questionnaire was designed using a seven-point 
Likert scale, with “1” indicating strongly disagree and “7” 
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indicating strongly agree. After the design of the questionnaire 
was completed, it was reviewed by industry experts and scholars 
and gradually revised for improvement. The questionnaire 
contains four dimensions, 24 measurement indicators, and 
literature sources are shown in Table  2.

Sampling Method
This study focuses on the subjective well-being of employees 
in the technology industry; therefore, this study takes employees 
in the technology parks in southern Taiwan as the target 
population. The questionnaires were distributed in paper form 
from July 1 to July 31, 2021. During this period, the epidemic 
was controlled well in Taiwan, and the technological employees 
were affected to a very limited extent. The study adopted a 
cluster and convenience sampling method and was distributed 
with the assistance of the company’s human resources manager. 
A total of 300 questionnaires were distributed in total, excluding 
44 questionnaires that were incompletely filled out and those 
with the same answer options. A total of 256 valid questionnaires 
were finally collected, with a valid questionnaire collection 
rate of 85%.

Data Analysis
The data analysis methods used in this study included multivariate 
analysis (SPSS) and structural equation modelling (SEM). In 
the SPSS section, this study would conduct frequency distribution 
and item statistical analysis, and in the SEM section, measurement 
models (validated factor analysis) and structural models were 
included. The measurement model would consider the 
appropriateness of each measure for the interpretation of the 
components. The structural model can specify the relationship 
between the components.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistical Analysis
From the frequency distribution table, the basic information 
of the survey includes four items, which are gender, marital 

status, education level, and position. The largest number of 
respondents were female, with 138 (53.91%). The marital status, 
the largest number of respondents was married, with 132 
(51.56%). Among the education level, the largest number of 
students, 152 (59.38%), was university students. Among the 
job position, the largest number of employees is at the basic 
level, with 170 (66.41%) as shown in Table  3.

Table  4 below shows that the total number of valid 
questionnaires was 256. The mean value ranged from 4.02 to 
5.22, the standard deviation ranged from 1.1 to 1.83, the 
skewness value ranged from −0.72 to 0.48, and the kurtosis 
value ranged from −1.33 to −0.21, which met the criteria of 
absolute skewness value less than two and absolute kurtosis 
value less than seven proposed by Kline (2015). This means 
that the data are consistent with the normal distribution. From 
the table below, the mean value of FLO02 is 5.22 and the 
mean value of JIN06 is 4.02, which means that the respondents 
agree most with FLO02 and less with JIN06. The lowest score 
is “Work is everything to me” and the highest score is “When 
working, I  think time passes quickly.” This means that work 
is considered only a part of technological employees’ lives, 
and they are fully engaged in their works so they forget about 
the time.

Measurement Model
The most approximate estimation method was used to measure 
the model. The estimated parameters included factor loadings, 
reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity. 
According to the criteria proposed by Hair et  al. (1998); 
Nunnally (1994) and Fornell and Larcker (1981) for convergent  
validity:

 1. Standardized factor loading for each indicator variable should 
be  greater than 0.50;

 2. Composite reliability should be  higher than 0.60; and
 3. Average variance extracted should be  higher than 0.50.

The standardized factor loadings of this study ranged from 
0.604 to 0.947, all of which were within the range, indicating 
that each question had question reliability. The reliability of 
the study components ranged from 0.899 to 0.964, all of 
which exceeded 0.7 and met the criteria suggested by scholars, 
indicating that each component had good internal consistency. 
Finally, the average variance extractions ranged from 0.605 
to 0.857, all of which were higher than 0.5 and met the 
criteria of Hair et  al. (1998) and Fornell and Larcker (1981), 
indicating good convergent validity for each construct as 
shown in Table  5.

In terms of discriminant validity, a more rigorous AVE 
method was used in this study. Fornell and Larcker (1981) 
stated that discriminant validity should also consider the 
correlation between convergent validity and construct. Therefore, 
it is recommended that the square root of AVE for each 
construct should be  greater than the correlation coefficient 
between that construct and the other constructs. The root 
mean square of AVE for each construct of the diagonal of 
this study is larger than the correlation coefficient outside the 

TABLE 1 | Summary of research hypothesis literature.

Hypothesis Variable relationship References

H1 Workplace well-
being→Subjective well-
being

Kun and Gadanecz (2019) and Sahai 
and Mahapatra (2020)

H2 Job 
involvement→Subjective 
well-being

Wang and Chang (2016), Zhou et al. 
(2019), and Lee et al. (2020)

H3 Flow→Subjective well-being Kawalya et al. (2019) and Kim and 
Hall (2019)

H4 Workplace well-being→Job 
involvement

Brunetto et al. (2012), Huang et al. 
(2016), and Darvishmotevali and Ali 
(2020)

H5 Workplace well-
being→Flow

Wilks and Neto (2013) and Wok and 
Hashim (2015)

H6 Job involvement→Flow Fan (2013) and Peifer et al. (2020)
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diagonal, so each construct of this study has good discriminant 
validity as shown in Table  6.

Structural Model
This study applies the 194 international journal papers examined 
in Jackson, Gil-laspy, and Purc-Stephenson (Jackson et al., 2009) 
as the blueprint for applying the model fitness analysis and 
reports the results of this study using the nine most widely 
used fitness indicators. The model fit metrics should meet the 
recommended thresholds (Schumacker and Lomax, 2016), e.g., 
χ2 should be  as low as possible, and since χ2 is very sensitive 
to large samples, it must be  evaluated with chi-square values/

degrees of freedom. Good model fitness chi-square value/degrees 
of freedom should be  less than 3. After the Bollen-Stine 
Bootstrap modified model fit, all the fit indicators of this study 
were passed, indicating that the fit of this study was good as 
shown in Table  7.

The results of the path coefficient were calculated. Workplace 
well-being (b = 0.221, p < 0.001), job involvement (b = 0.202, 
p = 0.013), and flow (b = 0.522, p < 0.001) significantly influenced 
subjective well-being. Workplace well-being (b = 0.506, p < 0.001) 
significantly influenced job involvement. Workplace well-being 
(b = 0.143, p < 0.001) and job involvement (b = 0.306, p < 0.001) 
significantly affected flow. These results supported the research 
questions of this model. The explained variation of workplace 

TABLE 2 | Summary of measurement indicators.

Variable No. Indicator References

Subjective well-being SWB1 In most respects, my life has been close to ideal Butt et al. (2020)
SWB2 I think my living conditions are very good
SWB3 I am satisfied with my life
SWB4 So far, I’ve gotten the important things I want in life

Workplace well-being WWB1 My company’s salary package is better than the industry Chiou (2014) and Huang and Yen 
(2018)WWB2 My company takes employee benefits very seriously

WWB3
My company provides education and training and cares about the growth of 
our employees.

WWB4
My company has a flexible working hours system that allows for more 
autonomy at work

WWB5
My company has an open line of communication that allows employees to 
fully express their opinions

WWB6 My company offers opportunities for promotion and development
WWB7 I get along well with my workmates
WWB8 My company would invest in social care and give back to society

Job involvement JIN 1 I like to focus on my work most of the time Zopiatis et al. (2014)
JIN 2 I think my work is very important to me
JIN3 Most of my personal goals in life are work-oriented
JIN 4 I have a very close connection with my current job
JIN 5 Most of my interests revolve around my work
JIN6 Work is everything to me

Flow FLOW1 I know exactly what I need to strengthen in my work Chang (2017) and Lin et al. (2019)
FLOW2 When working, I think time passes quickly
FLOW3 When working, I feel that time is not enough
FLOW4 When working, I enjoy it
FLOW5 Working in the field relaxes my mind and body
FLOW6 Working in the job can meet my wants

FIGURE 1 | Research framework.
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well-being, job involvement, and flow to subjective well-being 
was 64.8%. The explained variation of workplace well-being 
to job involvement was 62.3%. The explained variation of 
workplace well-being and job involvement to flow was 57.5% 
as shown in Table  8. Research framework path analysis is 
shown in Figure  2.

Mediation Effect Analysis
In some indirect effect studies, bootstrapping has been shown 
to have more statistical power in determining indirect effects 
than causal and coefficient product methods (MacKinnon et al., 
2004; Williams and MacKinnon, 2008). One of the greatest 

advantages of the self-help method is that the estimation of 
the indirect effects does not require a normative sampling 
allocation of the indirect effects unlike the coefficient product 
method (e.g., B–K method).

From the table below for the analysis of the indirect 
effect of the mediation model, in the total effect of 
WWB → FLO, its p < 0.05, this confidence interval does not 
contain 0 [0.214–0.384], which means that the total effect 
holds. In the total indirect effect of WWB → JIN → FLO, its 
p < 0.05 and this confidence interval did not contain 0 
[0.093–0.241], indicating that the total indirect effect holds, 
representing that the mediating effect holds.

In the total effect of WWB → SWB, its p < 0.05, this 
confidence interval does not contain 0 (0.411–0.55), indicating 
that the total effect holds. For a particular indirect effect 
WWB → JIN → SWB, p > 0.05, the confidence interval contains 
0 (−0.006–0.207), indicating that the indirect effect does 
not hold. WWB → FLO → SWB, p < 0.05, the confidence 
interval does not contain 0 (0.033–0.152), indicating that 
the indirect effect holds, representing that the mediating 
effect holds. WWB → JIN → FLO → SWB, p < 0.05, the 
confidence interval does not contain 0 (0.041–0.16), indicating 
that the indirect effect holds, representing that the mediating 
effect holds. In the total effect of JIN → SWB, its p < 0.05, 
this confidence interval does not contain 0 (0.173–0.587), 
which means that the total effect holds. In the total indirect 
effect of IN→SWB, its p < 0.05, this confidence interval 
does not contain 0 (0.077–0.301), which means the total 
indirect effect holds, represents the mediating effect holds 
as shown in Table  9.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Discussion
The main contribution of this study is to understand the factors 
of subjective well-being of employees in the technology industry. 
The main findings are as follows.

TABLE 3 | Frequency distribution table.

Variable Value label Value Frequency Valid percentage Cummulated percentage

Gender Male 1 118 46.09 46.09
Female 2 138 53.91 100.00

Total 256 100.0
Marital status Unmarried 1 124 48.44 48.44

Married 2 132 51.56 100.00
Total 256 100.0

Education Under high school 1 8 3.13 3.13
Diploma 2 21 8.20 11.33
University 3 152 59.38 70.70
Master 4 68 26.56 97.27
Doctor 5 7 2.73 100.00

Total 256 100.0
Job position Basic employee 1 170 66.41 66.41

Basic supervisor 2 47 18.36 84.77
Middle supervisor 3 22 8.59 93.36
Senior supervisor 4 17 6.64 100.00

Total 256 100.0

TABLE 4 | Descriptive statistics analysis.

Variable N Mean Std. dev. Kurtosis Skewness

JIN01 256 5.11 1.32 −0.94 −0.17
JIN02 256 5.11 1.29 −1.02 −0.22
JIN03 256 4.67 1.37 −0.63 −0.01
JIN04 256 4.80 1.27 −0.84 −0.01
JIN05 256 4.38 1.47 −0.61 0.04
JIN06 256 4.02 1.68 −0.73 0.02
WWB01 256 4.08 1.83 −1.08 −0.07
WWB02 256 4.13 1.73 −0.93 0.08
WWB03 256 4.23 1.64 −0.70 −0.11
WWB04 256 4.15 1.67 −0.78 −0.01
WWB05 256 4.29 1.67 −0.76 −0.15
WWB06 256 4.11 1.68 −0.87 −0.14
WWB07 256 4.93 1.59 −0.32 −0.72
WWB08 256 4.38 1.58 −0.59 −0.26
FLOW01 256 5.21 1.10 −0.46 −0.04
FLOW02 256 5.22 1.19 −1.33 0.19
FLOW03 256 4.95 1.15 −1.04 0.40
FLOW04 256 4.59 1.33 −0.41 0.30
FLOW05 256 4.26 1.39 −0.34 0.34
FLOW06 256 4.53 1.31 −0.44 0.21
SWB01 256 4.76 1.10 −0.29 0.24
SWB02 256 4.63 1.22 −0.21 0.30
SWB03 256 4.71 1.15 −0.41 0.48
SWB04 256 4.64 1.35 −0.39 0.06
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First, the employee’s workplace well-being has a positive 
and significant effect on their subjective well-being. The 
result is similar to the findings of Kun and Gadanecz (2019) 
and Sahai and Mahapatra’s (2020) study. This means that 

a good or bad work environment affects subjective well-
being. Second, the employee’s job involvement has a positive 
and significant effect on their subjective well-being. This 
result is similar to the findings of Zhou et  al. (2019), Wang 
and Chang (2016), and Lee et  al. (2020), which represent 
that the more engaged one is in work, the higher the 
subjective well-being. Moreover, the employee’s flow has a 
positive and significant effect on their subjective well-being. 
The result is similar to those of Zhou et  al. (2019), Wang 
and Chang (2016), and Lee et al.’s (2020) study. It represents 
the state of flow of a person is doing something, which 
affects subjective well-being.

Furthermore, employees’ workplace well-being has a positive 
and significant effect on job involvement. The research 
finding is similar to those of Brunetto et  al. (2012), Huang 
et  al. (2016), and Darvishmotevali and Ali’s (2020) research. 
It means that if the environment, benefits, and treatment 
in the workplace are very good, the employees’ life would 
be  stable and make employees concentrate on their work. 
Then, an employee’s workplace well-being has a positive 
significant effect on flow. The result is similar to those of 
Wilks and Neto (2013) and Wok and Hashim’s (2015) study. 
The better the environment and conditions provided by the 
company, the better it is for the improvement of flow. Finally, 
employees’ job involvement has a positive and significant 
effect on their flow. This result is similar to the findings 
of Fan (2013) and Peifer et  al.’s (2020) study. It means that 
when employees concentrate on the work, the employees 
would have a feeling of forgetfulness and forget that time 
is passing.

From the above results, the objective workplace well-being 
does affect the subjective well-being of employees in the 
technology industry. The commitment to work and the experience 
of flow are also important factors that affect subjective well-
being. The employer could improve technological employees’ 
subjective well-being by creating a happy workplace, encouraging 
their work engagement, and enhancing their mind flow. In 
particular, a happy workplace has the greatest impact on work 
engagement, which means that a friendlier working environment 
in the technology industry can enhance employees’ work 
engagement. The results also illustrated the importance of a 
happy workplace, which echoes the reason why “happy 
companies” are elected annually as a benchmark for each 
business in Taiwan.

In addition, the results of the mediation analysis showed 
that the mediating effect played by flow was greater than 
the mediating effect of work engagement in the relationship 
between workplace well-being and subjective well-being. On 
the other hand, the present study also found that the 
mediating effect of flow plays a fully mediating role in job 
involvement and subjective well-being. The flow is the most 
important factor in the dual mediators of this study. The 
flow concentrates people’s attention to a focused point, so 
the external environment has very restricted effects on the 
individuals’ thoughts and perceptions. The flow enables 
employees to respond to only a specific goal and increase 
their happiness. Therefore, the flow is an important antecedent 

TABLE 5 | Analysis results of the measurement model.

Construct Item Std. factor 
loading

SMC CR AVE

WWB WWB01 0.858 0.736 0.964 0.772
WWB02 0.944 0.891
WWB03 0.947 0.897
WWB04 0.853 0.728
WWB05 0.926 0.857
WWB06 0.912 0.832
WWB07 0.707 0.500
WWB08 0.858 0.736

JIN JIN01 0.762 0.581 0.931 0.695
JIN02 0.746 0.557
JIN03 0.902 0.814
JIN04 0.862 0.743
JIN05 0.881 0.776
JIN06 0.835 0.697

FLOW FLOW01 0.604 0.365 0.899 0.605
FLOW02 0.646 0.417
FLOW03 0.606 0.367
FLOW04 0.898 0.806
FLOW05 0.898 0.806
FLOW06 0.930 0.865

SWB SWB01 0.917 0.841 0.960 0.857
SWB02 0.924 0.854
SWB03 0.947 0.897
SWB04 0.914 0.835

Unstd, Unstandardized factor loadings; Std, Standardized factor loadings; SMC, Square 
Multiple Correlations; CR, Composite Reliability; and AVE, Average Variance Extracted.

TABLE 6 | The discriminant validity of the measurement model.

AVE WWB JIN FLO SWB

WWB 0.772 0.879
JIN 0.695 0.789 0.834
FLO 0.605 0.703 0.729 0.778
SWB 0.857 0.741 0.720 0.729 0.926

The items on the diagonal in bold represent the square roots of the AVE; off-diagonal 
elements are the correlation estimates.

TABLE 7 | Model fit.

Model fit Criteria Model fit of the 
research model

ML χ2 Chi-square value The small the better 389.280
DF Degrees of freedom The large the better 246.000
Normed Chi-sqr (χ2/DF) 
Chi-square value/Degrees 
of freedom

1 < χ2/DF < 3 1.582

RMSEA <0.08 0.048
SRMR <0.08 0.080
TLI (NNFI) >0.9 0.979
CFI >0.9 0.981
GFI >0.9 0.951
AGFI >0.9 0.940
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FIGURE 2 | Research framework path analysis diagram.

TABLE 9 | Indirect effect analysis.

Effect Point estimate Product of coefficients Bootstrap 1,000 times

Bias-corrected 95%

SE Z-value Value of p Lower bound Upper bound

Total effects

WWB → FLO .298 .043 6.866 .000 .214 .384

Total indirect effects

WWB → JIN → FLO .155 .037 4.186 .000 .093 .241

Direct effects

WWB → FLO .143 .041 3.457 .001 .070 .243

Total effects

WWB → SWB .479 .035 13.821 .000 .411 .550

Total indirect effects

WWB → JIN → FLO → SWB .258 .052 4.988 .000 .160 .366

Specified indirect effects

WWB → JIN → SWB .102 .054 1.885 .059 −.006 .207

WWB → FLO → SWB .075 .028 2.640 .008 .033 .152

WWB → JIN → FLO → SWB .081 .028 2.846 .004 .041 .160

Direct effects

WWB → SWB .221 .061 3.628 .000 .117 .347

Total effects

JIN → SWB .361 .101 3.577 .000 .173 .587

Total indirect effects

JIN → FLO → SWB .160 .055 2.913 .004 .077 .301

Direct effects

JIN → SWB .202 .110 1.842 .065 −.014 .431

TABLE 8 | Path analysis.

Hypothesis Path Coefficient Value of p R2 Result

H1 Workplace well-being→Subjective well-being 0.342 0.000 0.648 Supported
H2 Job involvement→Subjective well-being 0.200 0.013 Supported
H3 Flow→Subjective well-being 0.342 0.000 Supported
H4 Workplace well-being→Job involvement 0.789 0.000 0.623 Supported
H5 Workplace well-being→Flow 0.337 0.000 0.575 Supported
H6 Job involvement→Flow 0.463 0.000 Supported
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of subjective well-being. It is worthwhile for corporations 
to work on how to create a work situation that can make 
employees enter the flow. Therefore, if the workplace well-
being provided by the technology industry can provide 
employees with a flow experience, the subjective well-being 
of employees can be  greatly enhanced.

Conclusion
Workplace well-being has a positive relationship with job 
involvement, flow, and subjective well-being. On behalf of the 
corporate world, it is important to start with workplace well-
being to make employees more engaged in their work, to create 
a state of flow in their work, and to influence their subjective 
well-being. The results of this study confirm that Taiwan’s 
technology industry is on the right track to provide workplace 
well-being. For example, the company can create a good and 
happy working environment by offering employees better pay 
than their peers, allowing them to work flexible hours, or 
allowing the office environment to have a simple gym, a parent-
child care center, a café, and afternoon tea time for employees 
to relax appropriately. Furthermore, the flow experience has a 
significant positive effect on subjective well-being. Employees 
need to work in a relaxed environment to improve their flow. 
Therefore, it is recommended that supervisors can delegate 
appropriate authority to allow employees to set goals and give 
them a high degree of autonomy, etc. This is because once 
employees can have the experience of flow, they can concentrate 
fully on their work and bring happiness. Finally, job involvement 
also has a significant positive effect on subjective well-being. 
So, it is recommended that companies can enhance employees’ 
interest in their work. The HR department can provide aptitude 
tests with credibility to place employees in the right position 
for the right job, with the right talent for the right job, and 
with timely rotations to help enhance the freshness of the job, 
which in turn increases the enjoyment of the job and enhances 
their job involvement.

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE 
RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS

Although the design and implementation of this study were 
rigorous, there are still some limitations and shortcomings 
that cannot be avoided. In terms of research data and sample 
characteristics, the results of this study were only be inferred 
to the southern part of Taiwan, and the sample characteristics 
may not represent the whole country. It is suggested that 
future research could sample technology employees from 
the other area or countries to explore the antecedent variables 
that affect the subjective well-being, so the related research 
regarding subjective well-being could be  enriched.
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The Influence of Guanxi Between 
Boundary Spanners on Opportunistic 
Behaviors Based on the Theory of 
Reasoned Action Model
Shu-kuan Zhao * and Jia-ming Cai *

School of Business and Management, Jilin University, Changchun, China

This study constructs a mechanism of the influence of Guanxi between boundary spanners 
on opportunistic behaviors in collaborative innovation projects based on the theory of 
reasoned action model. The study conducts a survey in the automobile industry in 
Changchun, Jilin Province, China, and analyzes the research data using the structural 
equation model. The findings show that Guanxi has a negative an significant influence on 
opportunistic behavior attitudes and subjective norms., Guanxi has the greater influence 
on subjective norms than attitudes. Then, opportunistic behavior attitudes and subjective 
norms positively influence intentions. The influence of subjective norms is stronger. The 
attitudes and subjective norms of opportunistic behaviors also play mediation roles. 
Furthermore, opportunistic behavior intentions have a positive and significant influence 
on behaviors. In short, the study’s findings reveal a mechanism of Guanxi between 
boundary spanners influencing opportunistic behaviors of boundary spanners. It also 
provides a reference for corporate managers to govern opportunistic behaviors of 
collaborator while inhabiting opportunistic behaviors of their own boundary spanners.

Keywords: Guanxi, boundary spanner, opportunistic behavior, collaborative innovation, theory of reasoned action

INTRODUCTION

Innovation is a path for companies to gain excessive profits (Vrontis and Christofi, 2021). 
According to resource dependency theory, few organizations can be  completely self-sufficient. 
Organizations must exchange resources with outside world to survive and thrive (Pfeffer and 
Salancik, 1979). As product iteration speed increased and market competition intensifies, internal 
resources cannot support enterprises in pursuing long-term innovation. As a result, many 
enterprises seek partners with complementary resources and capabilities to carry out collaborative 
innovation (Solaimani and van der Veen, 2021), sharing costs, risks, and resources and improve 
innovation success rates (Bogers et  al., 2018).
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After >50 years of development, China’s automobile industry 
has achieved a competitive advantage globally. Despite being 
hit by COVID-19, car sales in China reached 25.311 million 
(C.A.O.A. Manufacturers, 2021). For many years, it has been 
ranked first in the world (C.A.O.A. Manufacturers, 2021). 
Despite the fact that the domestic auto market is not yet 
saturated, the Chinese auto industry continues to face challenges. 
For starters, traditional fuel vehicle manufacturers face production 
challenges because new energy vehicles are the future development 
direction (C.A.O.A. Manufacturers, 2021). Second, the global 
supply chain has been severely affected by COVID-19. The 
shortage of automobile chip supply and continued high prices 
of raw materials have raised the cost pressure on enterprises 
(C.A.O.A. Manufacturers, 2021). Under such intense competition, 
collaborative innovation in the automobile industry is required, 
such as vertical and horizontal supplier integration by vehicle 
manufacturers. Collaborative innovation improves automakers` 
ability to deal with market challenges and boosts competitiveness 
(Ding et  al., 2019). China FAW Group Co. Ltd. (abbreviated 
“FAW”) in Changchun, for example, is a large-scale vehicle 
manufacturer in China. It widely employs the strategy of 
collaborative innovation. For example, the R&D team sent by 
FAW’s steel suppliers Baosteel Group Co., Ltd. and Angang 
Co., Ltd. intervenes in the primary stage of FAW’s product 
design, which can shorten new product development time and 
reduce the risk (A.I. Research, 2015). However, opportunism 
is frequently caused by the uncertainty of innovation, information 
asymmetry, and specific asset investment, which limits the 
sustainability and output of collaboration (Tangpong et  al., 
2015; Villena et  al., 2021).

Because opportunism in inter-firm relationships is commonly 
seen as an obstacle to fostering collaboration, researchers have 
paid increased attention to curtailing opportunism in such 
conditions. Early studies, based on the theory of transaction 
cost economics, considered economic forces, such as contractual 
safeguarding, shared ownership, asset-specific investments, and 
managerial governance. All of them are based on the formal 
construct (Luo et  al., 2015). However, recent research has 
gradually revealed that forces based on transaction cost theory 
are woefully inadequate for long-term oriented collaborative 
innovation. Economic cooperation is gradually becoming 
ingrained in social relationships (Granovetter, 1985). As a result, 
informal governance forces based on social exchange theory, 
such as Guanxi, trust, and justice, can serve as a viable alternative 
to formal constructs. The Chinese-specific concept Guanxi is 
thought to perhaps serve as an informal governance force of 
opportunistic behaviors in Chinese inter-organization 
relationships. Some scholars have found that inter-organizational 
Guanxi plays a vital role in building inter-organizational trust, 
and governing the opportunism of collaborators in the Chinese 
context (Su et  al., 2008; Xue et  al., 2017; Yang et  al., 2021; 
Zhang et  al., 2021b). There are some major gaps in existing 
research on inter-firm opportunism and Guanxi. To begin, 
existing research focuses on Guanxi as a governance force at 
the inter organizational level while ignoring the individual 
level. Second, boundary spanners are front-line employees who 
interact with their counterparts on behalf of the firms (Mäkelä 

et al., 2019). They can sometimes be opportunistic in collaboration 
projects for the benefit of their own firms. The opportunistic 
behaviors of boundary spanners can have a strong negative 
effect on the longevity of collaborative innovation projects. 
However, existing study do not notice the boundary spanners` 
opportunistic behaviors.

Therefore, this study will examine the influence of Guanxi 
between boundary spanners on the opportunistic behaviors in 
automobile industry collaborative innovation projects in 
Changchun, Jilin Province, China. The research will present 
the theory of reasoned action (TRA) model to build the 
mechanism of Guanxi and opportunistic behaviors. Following 
a review of the literature, the researchers developed a research 
model and proposed some hypotheses about “Guanxi,” 
“opportunistic behavior attitudes,” “opportunistic behavior 
subjective norms,” “opportunistic behavior intentions,” and 
“opportunistic behaviors.” The mechanism of Guanxi influencing 
opportunistic behaviors of boundary spanners will be  revealed 
by TRA’s construction of the research model. Through data 
collection and analysis, this study will further confirm whether 
Guanxi influences opportunistic behavior intentions through 
opportunistic behavior attitudes and subjective norms, and 
identify which one plays a pivotal mediation role. It will also 
look into whether opportunistic behavior intentions can predict 
actual behavior. As a result, this study provides managers with 
a new perspective on understanding opportunistic behaviors 
in collaborative innovation projects. It also serves as a reminder 
to managers to pay closer attention to the role of boundary 
spanners. They should encourage boundary spanners to cultivate 
Guanxi appropriately.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND 
HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

China Changchun Automobile Industry 
Collaborative Innovation Background
Changchun, the capital of Jilin Province in northeastern China, 
is recognized as the Automobile City of China. The automobile 
industry is the leading industry in Changchun and Jilin Province 
(C.C.B.O. Statistics, 2021; J.P.B.O. Statistics, 2021). According 
to statistics, the automobile industry accounts for 69.9% of 
the city’s industry (C.C.B.O. Statistics, 2020). FAW, headquartered 
in Changchun, is a vehicle manufacturer ranked 66th on the 
Fortune 500 list (FAW, 2021). The company’s sales volume 
reached 3.706 million vehicles in 2020. The company’s operating 
revenue is 697.42 billion yuan (FAW, 2021). At present, FAW’s 
business includes three independent brands, namely, Hongqi, 
Jiefang, and Pentium, as well as two joint venture brands, 
namely, FAW-Volkswagen and FAW-Toyota. Brand values of 
Hongqi and Jiefang ranked first among domestic independent 
passenger cars and commercial vehicles (FAW, 2021). According 
to C.A.O.A. Manufacturers (2021) statistics, FAW-Volkswagen 
sold 2.07 million vehicles in 2020, ranking first among domestic 
automobile manufacturers.

According to the introduction of the China Changchun 
Automotive Economic and Technological Development Zone 
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(2017), FAW has driven the extension of the automobile industry 
chain in Changchun. In the Changchun Auto Economic and 
Technological Development Zone, there are currently more 
than 300 automobile components suppliers. Many influential 
automobile component firms, such as FAW Fuwei, Jack-Sell 
Air Conditioning, FAW Casting, FAW Forging, and FAW 
Abrasive Center, form a complete supporting system and a 
cluster of components manufacturing enterprises with competitive 
advantages in China. Furthermore, the FAW Technical Centre 
in Changchun, China Machinery Industry’s Ninth Design 
Institute, and Jilin University’s School of Automobile Engineering 
constitute China’s most densely populated area for automobile 
R&D and educational institutions.

The automobile industry is a technology-intensive industry 
that should pay great attention to innovation. Collaborative 
innovation can achieve the coordinated development of vehicle 
manufacturers and spare parts manufacturers. It also accelerates 
product iteration and industrial upgrading (Grather et al., 2015). 
The entire automobile industry chain, as well as intensive 
automobile R&D educational institutions, can provide an excellent 
foundation for collaborative innovation (De Wit-de Vries et al., 
2019). The Changchun automobile industry has undertaken 
many collaborative innovation projects due to its unique industrial 
and scientific resources. Many vertical and horizontal collaborative 
innovation projects have been conducted between the upstream 
and downstream of the industry chain and between the 
automobile manufacturers and R&D institutions. However, some 
factors, such as information asymmetry and specific asset 
investment, can occasionally lead to opportunism in collaborative 
innovation projects. Opportunism impedes the long-term 
development of collaborative innovation relationships and has 
an effect on the quality of innovation outcomes. It will dampen 
the enthusiasm of enterprises to carry out collaborative innovation 
in the long run (Oliveira and Lumineau, 2018).

Guanxi Between Boundary Spanners
Guanxi, rooted in traditional Chinese Confucian philosophy, 
shapes Chinese people’s thinking patterns and behaviors (Su 
et  al., 2008). Guanxi is a primary mode of social bonding 
and human interaction. It is a network of human connections 
that allows people to benefit from being connected to others 
or organizations (Park and Luo, 2001). Guanxi has three main 
operational features. To begin with, reciprocity is the fundamental 
principle (Zhang et  al., 2021b). Guanxi is under an intangible 
obligation to repay the favor (Hwang, 1987). Otherwise, Guanxi 
will be  affected if one party does not return the favor and 
assist the other in their time of need. Second, Guanxi is a 
long-term mindset. Maintaining harmonious and stable 
relationships is an essential guideline for Chinese exchange 
(Su et  al., 2008). Finally, Guanxi is an expression of emotion 
but also utilitarian considerations. The need for “favors” is 
particularly evident in business (Park and Luo, 2001).

In the commercial activities of Chinese enterprises, the 
development of Guanxi between boundary spanners has become 
a common phenomenon (Cai Shaohan and Zhilin, 2016). Qian 
et  al. (2016) believed that Guanxi follows the principle of 
reciprocity. To gain the support of collaborative enterprises, 

boundary spanners take the initiative to care for and help 
each other in daily interaction. They will consciously restrain 
their behaviors from hurting the collaborative enterprises to 
avoid losing more long-term benefits. Second, Shen et al. (2019) 
argued that the Guanxi of boundary spanners increases the 
long-term orientation of the collaboration. During the 
collaboration process, it allows them to gain a better 
understanding of one another. It can improve their predictability 
and contribute to the development of reasonable levels of trust 
and commitment. Furthermore, Su et  al. (2008) demonstrated 
that Guanxi between boundary spanners promotes high-quality 
communication and collaboration between the two parties. 
They actively take on their responsibilities and are willing to 
work together to solve problems, reducing the possibility of 
conflict and establishing a harmonious collaborative relationship. 
In this study, Guanxi is defined as the intimacy and permanence 
of the private relationship interaction between boundary spanners 
of both parties outside of their work in the collaborative 
innovation project of the automobile industry chain.

Opportunistic Behaviors
Williamson (1985) defines opportunism as “subterfuge for 
personal gain” or “incomplete or distorted disclosure of 
information, especially where it is intentionally misleading, 
distorted, disguised, confused or otherwise obfuscated.” 
Opportunistic behavior is broadly defined in the context of 
business cooperation, as “deceptive behavior by a cooperating 
firm in pursuit of its interests at the expense of other cooperating 
firms” (Das and Rahman, 2009). Non-compliance with implicit 
or explicit contractual norms of cooperation, abuse of power, 
concealment or distortion of information, non-performance of 
commitments made, non-undertaking of cooperation obligations, 
and improper appropriation of cooperation achievements are 
examples of opportunistic behaviors (Luo, 2007a). In this study, 
opportunistic behaviors refer to deceptive actions by boundary 
spanners in collaborative innovation projects to harm the other 
company within the range of their authority to safeguard the 
interests of their own company, such as neglecting to share 
knowledge resources and hiding resources needed by the partner.

Concerning the study of opportunism, most existing research 
has examined how to govern the opportunism of collaboration 
partners, mainly under economic exchange and social exchange 
logic (Luo et  al., 2015). Luo (2007b) summarized existing 
studies and concluded four “ordering” systems (1) contractual 
ordering, (2) structural ordering, (3) relational ordering, and 
(4) justice ordering. The first two represent economic exchange 
logic. The logic of social exchange is represented by the latter 
two. Furthermore, some scholars, such as Xue et  al. (2018), 
argued that trust is also a governance mechanism under the 
social exchange logic. Then, Brito and Miguel (2017) proposed 
that inter-firm dependencies can also be  considered a type of 
governance. Scholars have extensively researched these 
governance models. First, Yu et  al. (2020) explored the effect 
of contractual governance on the opportunism of partners in 
cross-cultural contexts of industry chain cooperation. Second, 
Wang et  al. (2016) discussed the role of institutional forces 
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in the governance of opportunism of local suppliers. Furthermore, 
Zhang et  al. (2021b) investigated the efficacy of relationship 
governance in various institutional settings. Most existing studies 
have looked at how to reduce opportunism among collaborators 
from a governance standpoint, and the mechanisms that cause 
opportunism are insufficient. This study will discuss the 
mechanism of opportunistic behaviors. It will explore how the 
Guanxi between boundary spanners affects their 
opportunistic behaviors.

Theory of Reasoned Action
The TRA proposed by Ajzen and Fishbein (1977) is considered 
one of the most fundamental and influential theories in cognitive 
behavior research. The theory is used to investigate how people 
change their behaviors by changing their intentions. Human 
behavior, according to this belief, is the result of rational 
thought. Attitude, subjective norm, behavioral intention, and 
behavior are the variables that explain and predict individual 
behaviors. The perception and evaluation of the execution of 
a specific behavior are referred to as attitude. It also includes 
consideration of the subsequent outcome. The subjective norm 
is the opinion and perception of social pressure by the important 
people around when performing a specific behavior. People 
are more likely (or less likely) to engage in a behavior if 
important people around them support (or oppose) it. 
Furthermore, the intention is the desire to engage in a specific 
act, which is required for the act to be  performed. Attitude 
and subjective norms influence the intention (Ajzen and 
Fishbein, 1977).

TRA has been used in many areas, including applications 
to explore some behaviors of employees in the workplace (Chen 
et al., 2021). For example, Ng (2020) applied the TRA to explain 
employees’ knowledge-sharing behaviors. The study also looked 
at the moderation effect of trust. Second, Khalil et  al. (2021) 
used the extended TRA to investigate the influences of individual 
collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, attitudes, and subjective norms 
on knowledge-sharing intentions and behaviors. Furthermore, 
Hartanti et  al. (2021) used TRA to explain the development of 
employee information security behaviors. Finally, Fu et al. (2020) 
combined TRA with information processing theory to investigate 
government caregivers’ innovation adoption behaviors. As a result, 
using TRA to discuss employee behaviors in the workplace is 
a good idea. Consequently, it is equally feasible for this study 
to apply TRA to explore the opportunistic behaviors of boundary 
spanners in collaborative innovation projects.

Research Hypotheses
Guanxi and TRA Model Hypotheses
The social embeddedness theory holds that economic behaviors 
are embedded in personal social relations and ties (Granovetter, 
1973, 1985). As a result, scholars have investigated the influence 
of Guanxi on employee behaviors in the workplace. First, the 
study of Wang et  al. (2019) found that leader–subordinate 
Guanxi increases constructive behavior in subordinates through 
psychological empowerment. Second, according to Zhang and 
Deng (2016), leader–subordinate relationships reduce 

counterproductive behavior by increasing employee job 
satisfaction. Furthermore, He et  al. (2019) discovered that 
forcing employees to adopt organizational citizenship behaviors 
can result in counterproductive behaviors—silent behaviors. 
When examining the effect of Guanxi on employees’ behaviors, 
most studies have focused on the Guanxi between leaders and 
subordinates. There is little research concentrated on the Guanxi 
between boundary spanners. There is also a lack of research 
concentrated on the relationship between Guanxi and 
opportunistic behaviors of boundary spanners. Taking TRA 
into account, it is possible to explain the mechanism of behavior 
generation. According to this study, it is also appropriate for 
explaining employees’ workplace behaviors. The TRA will be used 
in this study to investigate the influence mechanism between 
Guanxi and opportunistic behaviors.

In collaborative innovation projects, boundary spanners from 
two enterprises both represent their own company. So the 
interests of the individual and the company are bounded and 
same (Cai et  al., 2021). The following analysis is made on the 
basis of this premise and three main characteristics of the 
Guanxi operation. First, if the boundary spanner engages in 
opportunistic behaviors to harm the collaborators, it will also 
hurt the boundary spanner from the collaborator enterprise. 
Opportunistic behavior is a violation of the reciprocity principle 
(Hwang, 1987). Second, the Chinese code of conduct emphasizes 
the importance of long-term and stable Guanxi (Su et  al., 
2008). Taking advantage of opportunities may benefit their 
businesses in the short term. Nonetheless, once discovered by 
the boundary spanner from the collaborator enterprise, it will 
harm Guanxi’s long-term development in the future. Finally, 
people show affection in the expectation that the other person 
will do them “favors” based on their business Guanxi (Park 
and Luo, 2001). In comparison, enterprises taking opportunistic 
behaviors will not get favors from collaborators because 
opportunistic behaviors hurt the other party.

To sum up, it can be  inferred that the better the Guanxi 
between boundary spanners, the lower their attitudes toward 
opportunistic behaviors. Therefore, this study proposes the 
following hypothesis.

H1: Guanxi between boundary spanners will negatively 
and significantly affect their opportunistic behavior 
attitudes in a collaborative innovation project.

Xiaotong (1999), a famous sociologist and anthropologist, 
suggested that Chinese people’s pattern of dealing with others 
follows a “hierarchical order.” Individuals apply the Guanxi norms 
of reciprocity, long-term orientation, “retribution,” and “loyalty” 
to those close to them (Hwang, 1987). Individuals always disregard 
petty profits in the short term when guided by long-term 
orientation. As a result, both parties should treat each other 
with kindness and loyalty and avoid hurting each other behind 
each other’s backs (Luo et al., 2016). The Guanxi norm is widely 
accepted in society. The word-of-mouth system monitors the 
application of relationship norms (Lee and Lee, 2017). In other 
words, people around them will assess an individual’s adherence 
to Guanxi norms in social communication. As a result, the 
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word-of-mouth shapes their reputation, which affects individuals’ 
long-term access to social resources (Chen and Wu, 2011). The 
boundary spanners’ opportunistic behaviors for the benefit of 
their own company are against the principle of long-term 
orientation and reciprocity in the personal Guanxi interaction. 
If they behave opportunistically, they will be under the pressure 
of public judgment. People around them will judge them as 
“faithless,” “petty,” and “short-sighted.” In the long run, their 
reputation will deteriorate, leading to exclusion from the “circle.” 
They can no longer use the “circle’s” network of connections, 
which will have bad effect on many aspects of life and work.

In summary, when boundary spanners have good Guanxi, 
they are subject to tremendous social pressure to behave 
opportunistically in collaboration. As a result, this study contends 
Guanxi between boundary spanners will have a negative influence 
on their subjective norms of opportunistic behavior. The following 
hypothesis is proposed in this study.

H2: Guanxi between boundary spanners will negatively 
influence their opportunistic behavior subjective norms.

Hypotheses Related to the TRA Model
TRA proposes that an individual’s attitudes and subjective 
norms toward a behavior influence the intention to adopt the 
behavior (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1977). For example, Ng (2020) 
showed that employees’ knowledge-sharing attitudes, subjective 
norms of knowledge sharing positively affect intentions. 
Furthermore, Siponen et  al. (2014) discovered that employees’ 
attitudes and subjective norms toward information security 
policies positively influence behavioral intentions. Finally, one 
study looked into employees’ green IT usage habits (Mishra 
et  al., 2014). According to the findings, usage attitudes and 
subjective norms positively predicted usage intention. In 
summary, opportunistic behavior intentions are higher when 
boundary spanners’ opportunistic behavior attitudes and 
subjective norms are higher in collaborative innovation projects. 
Therefore, this study proposes the following hypotheses.

H3: Opportunistic behavior attitudes of enterprise 
boundary spanners will positively and significantly 
influence their opportunistic behavior intentions.
H4: Opportunistic behavior subjective norms of 
enterprise boundary spanners will positively and 
significantly influence opportunistic behavior intentions.

TRA further explains that the intention is the direct antecedent 
of the behavior taken by the individual (Ajzen and Fishbein, 
1977). Ng (2020) discovered that employees’ intentions to share 
knowledge have a positive effect on their behaviors. Furthermore, 
Siponen et  al. (2014) proposed that employees’ intentions for 
information security behavior influence their actions positively. 
Furthermore, Mishra et  al. (2014) demonstrated that green IT 
usage intentions influence green IT usage behavior. As a result, 
in collaborative innovation projects, boundary spanners’ 
opportunistic behavior intentions can influence opportunistic 
behaviors. Therefore, this study proposes the following hypothesis.

H5: Opportunistic behavior intentions of boundary 
spanners will positively and significantly influence 
opportunistic behaviors.

The Hypotheses of Mediating Effects
Statistically, consider the effect of the independent variable X 
on the dependent variable Y. If independent variable X affects 
Y through the variable M, then M is the mediating variable 
(Baron and Kenny, 1986). This study previously deduced that 
Guanxi will influence the opportunistic behavior attitudes of 
boundary spanners. Attitudes will also influence the opportunistic 
behavior intentions. As a result, it is possible to conclude that 
opportunistic behavior attitudes mediate Guanxi and 
opportunistic behavior intentions. Furthermore, this study 
hypothesized that Guanxi would influence the opportunistic 
behavior subjective norms of boundary spanners. Subjective 
norms of opportunistic behavior can also influence intentions 
to engage in opportunistic behavior. As a result, it can be assumed 
that subjective norms of opportunistic behaviors act as a 
mediator between Guanxi and opportunistic behavior intentions. 
As a result, this study proposes the following hypotheses.

H6: There is a mediating effect of opportunistic behavior 
attitudes of boundary spanners in the relationship 
between Guanxi and opportunistic behavior intentions.
H7: There is a mediating effect of the opportunistic 
behavior subjective norms of boundary spanners in the 
relationship between Guanxi and opportunistic 
behavior intentions.

This study proposes the research model in Figure  1.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Subjects and Sampling Method
This study was conducted in the vital automobile industry of 
Changchun City. There has been formed an automobile industry 
cluster around the vehicle manufacturer FAW. The automobile 
industry is a technology-intensive industry with a long industrial 
chain. As a result, collaborative innovation is critical for the 
growth of the automobile industry. The cluster is home to 
plethora of collaborative innovation projects. The respondents 
are the boundary spanners in the collaborative innovation 
projects acting as representatives and collaborating with 
employees sent by the partner enterprises. The research team 
is based in Changchun, which has strong Guanxi in the 
automobile industry. They can more easily reach and comprehend 
the boundary spanners. As a result, the intentional sampling 
method was used in the sampling design. After being introduced 
by social acquaintances, the researchers contacted corporate 
executives familiar with innovation in their companies. The 
researchers asked the executives to identify the boundary 
spanners in the collaborative innovation projects of their 
companies and describe their job responsibilities and main 
work content. On the basis of the descriptions, the researchers 
determined whether they were boundary spanners and asked 
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boundary spanners to fill out questionnaires. The questionnaire 
survey had 1,102 respondents and ran from October 13 to 
November 21, 2021. After removing the questionnaires with 
excessive concentration, missing values, and concentration test 
questions, 542 questionnaires with a valid rate of 49.18% were 
obtained, providing a sufficient sample for statistical purposes.

Description of Variables
The research variables in this study contain the essential personal 
background of boundary spanners, Guanxi, opportunistic 
behavior attitudes, opportunistic behavior subjective norms, 
opportunistic behavior intentions, and opportunistic behaviors. 
The operational definitions of research variables are as follows.

Boundary Spanner Personal Background
Basic personal data of boundary spanners were measured in 
the second part of the questionnaire, including five items, such 
as gender, education level, years of work experience, work 
position, and nature of the business property.

 1. Gender: male, female.
 2. Education level: junior high school and below, high school, 

college and university, and graduate school.
 3. Years of work experience: <2, 3–5, 6–9, and > 10 years.
 4. The nature of business property: state-owned enterprises, 

private enterprises, joint ventures, and foreign enterprises.
 5. Work position: senior manager, middle manager, and 

general employee.

Questionnaire Design for the Measurement of 
Latent Variables
The researchers conducted a back-to-back selection of items 
based on the Chinese socio-cultural context, the contemporary 
Chinese way of being and thinking, and the scenario of 
collaborative innovation. Then, the research team had a face-
to-face discussion about the selected items to identify alternative 
items. Following that, the study invited senior, middle, and 
junior staff members who had participated in corporate 
collaborative innovation projects. Experts and scholars in the 
fields of innovation and channel management were also invited 
to discuss and confirm the items chosen. The questionnaire 
was designed on a 7-point Likert scale, with “1” indicating 

strong disagreement and “7” indicating strong agreement. The 
questionnaire was gradually revised to perfection.

Measurement of Latent Variables
Regarding the measurement of Guanxi, this study compared 
the research of Lee and Dawes, (2005), Zhuang et  al. (2010), 
Huang et  al. (2011), and Zhang and Zhang (2013). All of the 
four studies are about the Guanxi of boundary spanners and 
are consistent with the present research context. Guanxi was 
measured using six items, derived from these four studies. 
Attitudes, subjective norms, and intentions toward opportunistic 
behaviors were adapted from Ng's (2020) research on employees’ 
knowledge-sharing behaviors. This study was improved to better 
fit the research topic of opportunistic behaviors. Luo (2006) 
provided the measurement of opportunistic behaviors and 
proposed two types of opportunistic behaviors: strong and 
weak. Boundary spanners are more likely to perform weak 
form opportunistic behaviors limited by work authority. This 
research measured six kinds of opportunistic behaviors adapted 
from the research of Luo (2006). The operational definitions 
and reference resource are shown in Table  1. The items of 
each construct are shown in Table  2.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistical Analysis
Frequency Distribution
The category elements of the 542 valid questionnaires include 
gender, education, working years, enterprise ownership property, 
and position. Of the respondents, 61.3% are men. The enterprises 
may believe that men are more suitable to have a contract 
with collaborators. In terms of education, 88.4% of the respondents 
graduated from university or college. The respondents’ working 
years are mainly 6–9 years, accounting for 60.3% of the total. 
It implies that boundary spanners are always employees who 
have extensive experience in collaboration work. Of the 
respondents, 63.5% work in the private sector. It is possible to 
conclude that private enterprises will focus more on collaboration. 
Private enterprises may be  more open to inter-enterprise 
cooperation and innovation, as well as more flexible in their 
innovation development. Because they can receive government 
support, state-owned enterprises are more likely to innovate 

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical framework of the research.
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independently. Of the respondents, 50.4% hold middle-level 
positions. Middle-level employees may be  better suited for the 
role of boundary spanners. The data are shown in Table  3.

Item Statistical Analysis
The mean values and standard deviation values of items of 
each construct were shown in Table  4. The lowest average 
score of the item is 2.825. The item is “I have close relationships 
with my counterparts. They are just like my relatives and 
friends” measuring the Guanxi construct. The highest average 
score is 4.758. The item is “I think it’s helpful to my company 
to adopt opportunistic behavior,” which is used to assess 
opportunistic behavior attitudes.”The standard deviation with 
the lowest value is 1.348. The item is “I have close relationships 
with the counterparts. They are just like my relatives and 
friends” measuring Guanxi. The item with the lowest average 
and standard deviation is the same. The maximum standard 
deviation is 1.77. The item is “For the benefit of the company, 
I  do not meet the requirements of accuracy, completeness, 
and timeliness in disclosing information to collaborators in 
the collaborative innovation projects” of opportunistic behaviors.

Measurement Model Verification
Convergent Validity
This study followed the two-step approach of structural equation 
modeling (SEM) proposed by Anderson and Gerbing (1988) to 
estimate the measurement and structural model. The first step 
used confirmatory factor analysis to examine the construct reliability 
and validity of the measurement, and the second step checked 
the path effects and their significance of the structural model. 
Maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) was used to evaluate the 
measurement model in terms of factor loadings, measurement 
reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity.

Table  4 illustrates a summary of unstandardized factor 
loadings, standardized factor loadings, standard errors, 
significance tests, square multiple correlations, composite 
reliability, and average variance extracted (AVE). Fornell and 

Larcker (1981) proposed three indices for assessing convergent 
validity of measurement items: (a) item reliability of each 
measure or square multiple correlations, (b) composite reliability 
of each construct, and (c) the average variance extracted (AVE). 
The internal consistency of reliability of all indicators in a 
construct is referred to as composite reliability.

As Table 4 shows, all standardized factor loadings of questions 
are from 0.627 to 0.857 falling into a reasonable range. The 
results demonstrate all questions have convergent validity. All 
the composite reliability of the constructs ranging from 0.866 
to 0.912, exceed 0.7 recommended by Nunnally and Bernstein 
(1994) indicating all constructs have internal consistency. Last, 
all AVE valued ranging from 0.520 to 0.634, exceed 0.5 suggested 
by Fornell and Larcker (1981) and Hair (1998) showing all 
constructs have adequate convergent validity.

Discriminant Validity
The research used average variance extracted (AVE) as the 
criteria for testing the discriminant validity of constructs. 
According to Fornell and Larcker (1981), if the square root 
of the AVE of a construct (the bold figures in Table  5) is 
larger than the Pearson correlative coefficients with other 
constructs (the figures under the diagonal), implying the 
construct is discriminant with other construct. The results 
in Table  5 show that most constructs are good 
discriminant validity.

Structural Equation Model
Model Fit
The research by Jackson et al. (2009) collected 194 SSCI papers 
and summarized 9 indicators to report model fit. Furthermore, 
when using SEM to analyze samples larger than 200, chi-square 
tends to be  too large indicating poor fitness. As a result, the 
bootstrap method was used in this study to correct the model 
(Bollen and Stine, 1992). Table  6 displays the corrected model 
fit indexes’ results. All of the indexes are reasonable. The result 
indicates that the model fit is good.

TABLE 1 | Operational definition and reference resources of each latent variable.

Variable Operational definition Reference

Guanxi Boundary spanners from two parties often meet privately to have dinner or hang out, belong to the same 
circle, have close relationships just like relatives and friends, maintain a good relationship even if the 
collaborative innovation project is over, give “face” to each other and help each other based on personal 
relationships rather than work relationship.

Lee and Dawes, 2005; Zhuang 
et al., 2010; Huang et al., 2011; 
Zhang and Zhang, 2013

Opportunistic behavior 
attitudes

The perceptions of boundary spanners to adopt opportunistic behaviors in collaborative innovation 
projects, which is helpful to their work and company, will not harm the project and is valuable and wise 
for the company.

Ng, 2020

Opportunistic behavior 
subjective norms

The perception of boundary spanners’ supervisors, leaders, colleagues, family members, and friends on 
the opportunistic behaviors.

Ng, 2020

Opportunistic behavior 
intentions

The likelihood that boundary spanners would act opportunistically in the following collaborative 
innovation project undertaken, such as reluctant to share knowledge; concealing the key resources; 
misrepresenting their true level of competence; indifferent to the difficulties; will not give full effort; and will 
not meet the requirements of accuracy, completeness, and timeliness.

Luo, 2006; Ng, 2020

Opportunistic behaviors The boundary spanners do not share their knowledge resources, hide the key resources needed by the 
partner, misrepresent the actual level of their competencies, are indifferent to the difficulties encountered 
by the partner, and do not give their best effort for the benefit of their company in the collaborative 
innovation projects.

Luo, 2006
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Path Analysis
Table  7 shows the path coefficient analysis for verification 
of the casual relationship between variables. The results 
show that Guanxi negatively influences attitudes and subjective 
norms toward opportunistic behaviors. The unstandardized 
regression coefficients from Guanxi to attitudes and subjective 
norms toward opportunistic behaviors are −0.212 and − 0.302, 
respectively. The values of p are <0.001, indicating that 
Guanxi has a significant influence on attitudes and subjective 
norms toward opportunistic behaviors. H1 and H2 are 
accepted. The findings also show that attitudes and subjective 
norms have a positive influence on intentions to engage in 
opportunistic behaviors. The unstandardized regression 
coefficients are 0.219 and 0.307. Both values of p are <0.001, 

indicating a significant impact. H3 and H4 are accepted. 
Intentions have a positive influence on behavior as well. 
The unstandardized regression coefficient is 0.639. The value 
of p is <0.001. It demonstrates that opportunistic behavior 
intentions have positively influence opportunistic behaviors 
significantly. H5 is supported. 3.5% of opportunistic behavior 
attitudes can be  explained by Guanxi. 8.8% of opportunistic 
behavior subjective norms can be  explained by Guanxi. 
Attitudes and subjective norms toward opportunistic behaviors 
can explain 14.9% of opportunistic behavior intentions. 51.9% 
opportunistic behaviors can be  explained by intentions. 
Figure  2 shows the regression coefficients of the structural 
equation model. Figure  2 depicts the structural equation 
model’s regression coefficients.

TABLE 2 | Measurement items of each construct.

Guanxi (scaling from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree” on a 7-point scale)

GU1 The counterparts and I often meet privately to have dinner or hang out.

GU2 I think the counterparts and I belong to the same circle.

GU3 I have close relationships with my counterparts. They are just like my relatives and friends.

GU4 Even if our collaborative innovation project is over, I will still maintain a good relationship with my counterparts.

GU5 I give “face” to my counterparts, and they also give me face.

GU6 The counterparts and I often help each other based on personal relationships rather than work relationships.

Opportunistic behavior attitudes (scaling from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree” on a 7-point scale)

OBA1 I think it’s helpful to my work to adopt opportunistic behaviors.

OBA2 I think it’s helpful to my company to adopt opportunistic behaviors.

OBA3 I do not believe that adopting opportunistic behaviors will have a negative impact on collaborative innovation projects.

OBA4 I think it’s valuable for my company to take opportunistic behaviors.

OBA5 I think it’s wise for my company to adopt opportunistic behaviors.

Opportunistic behavior subjective norms (scaling from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree” on a 7-point scale)

OBN1 My supervisors encourage everyone to act opportunistically for the interest of the company.

OBN2 My leaders feel that I should act opportunistically for the interest of the company.

OBN3 My colleagues think that I should act opportunistically for the interest of the company.

OBN4 My family believe that I should act opportunistically for the interest of the company.

OBN5 My friends think that I should act opportunistically for the interest of the company.

Opportunistic behavior intentions (scaling from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree” on a 7-point scale)

OBI1 For the benefit of the company, I will be reluctant to share our knowledge with our partners in the upcoming collaborative innovation projects.

OBI2 For the benefit of the company, I will conceal the key resources required by the partner in the next collaborative innovation projects that we undertake.

OBI3 For the benefit of the company, I will misrepresent our true level of competence in the collaborative innovation projects that will be carried out.

OBI4 For the benefit of the company, I will be indifferent to the difficulties encountered by my collaborators in the next collaborative innovation projects that 
we carry out.

OBI5 For the benefit of the company, I will not give my full effort in the collaborative innovation projects to be carried out next.

OBI6 For the benefit of the company, I will not meet the requirements of accuracy, completeness, and timeliness in disclosing information to collaborators in the next 
collaborative innovation projects that we undertake.

Opportunistic behaviors (scaling from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree” on a 7-point scale)

OB1 I am sometimes reluctant to share our knowledge in collaborative innovation projects with other companies due to company interests.

OB2 When collaborating with other companies on innovations, I sometimes hide key resources needed by the collaborators for the benefit of the company.

OB3 For the benefit of the company, I sometimes misrepresent the actual level of my company competencies when working with other companies on innovations.

OB4 For the benefit of the company, I am sometimes indifferent to the difficulties encountered by my collaborators.

OB5 For the benefit of the company, I sometimes do not give my full effort in collaborative innovation projects.

OB6 For the benefit of the company, I do not meet the requirements of accuracy, completeness, and timeliness in disclosing information to collaborators in the 
collaborative innovation projects.
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Mediation Effect Analysis
Bootstrapping is a better method to test the mediation effect 
(Williams and MacKinnon, 2008). The research used bootstrapping 
as the repeated sampling method to test the indirect effects. 
Table 8 shows the results of Guanxi influencing behavior intentions 
through attitudes and subjective norms toward opportunistic 
behaviors. The first line of evidence shows Guanxi influencing 
behavior intentions via attitudes toward opportunistic behaviors. 
The confidence intervals range from −0.095 to −0.020, with a 
value of p is <0.001. Both confidence intervals are <0. The 
second line results show Guanxi influencing behavior intentions 
toward opportunistic behaviors via subjective norms. The 
confidence intervals range from −0.153 to −0.053, with a value 
of p <0.001. Both confidence intervals are<0, too. The two 
indirect effects are supported. H6 and H7 are supported.

DISCUSSION

The research investigated the influence of Guanxi between boundary 
spanners on the opportunistic behaviors of boundary spanners. 
On the basic of TRA, the study constructed a model including 
Guanxi, opportunistic behavior attitudes, opportunistic behavior 
subjective norms, opportunistic behavior intentions, and 
opportunistic behaviors. The data were analyzed using SEM after 
questionnaires were collected from the boundary spanners in 
collaborative innovation projects in the automobile industry in 
Changchun. All of the hypotheses were found to be  true. The 
findings indicate that Guanxi would restrain behavioral intentions 
toward opportunistic behaviors through attitudes and subjective 
norms. Behavioral intentions can also strongly predict behaviors.

Theoretical Contribution
The Influence of Guanxi on the Attitudes and 
Subjective Norms Toward Opportunistic Behaviors
For the measurement of Guanxi, the item “I have close 
relationships with my counterparts. They are just like my 

relatives and friends” has the lowest mean and standard deviation. 
The low score may show that boundary spanners do not have 
a too-close relationship with each other. The low standard 
deviation could imply that boundary spanners have highly 
consistent opinions. Guanxi’s average score is 3.521. The low 
score suggests that developing good Guanxi is not popular 
among boundary spanners in Changchun’s automobile industry 
collaboration projects. To avoid revealing core technology and 
knowledge, enterprises may not encourage boundary spanners 
to develop Guanxi in collaboration projects.

The research results make clear that Guanxi has a 
significant negative influence on attitudes toward opportunistic 
behaviors. The result is consistent with that of the 
previous research, arguing that one person in a good Guanxi 
will not hurt the other person (Galvin et  al., 2021). 
Although opportunistic behaviors may benefit their companies, 
the boundary spanners weigh the benefits and costs and 
concluded that maintaining good Guanxi is more valuable. 
Guanxi between boundary spanners is stronger in a collaborative 
innovation project; attitudes toward opportunistic behaviors 
are weaker. The results also show that Guanxi negatively 
influences the subjective norms toward opportunistic behaviors. 
It is consistent with the principle of Chinese socialization that 
individuals always consider the judgment from others 
before taking action (Lee and Lee, 2017). Of the standardized 
regression coefficients for the influence of Guanxi on 
attitudes and subjective norms toward opportunistic behaviors, 
are −0.187 and − 0.297, respectively in the path analysis. It 
demonstrates that Guanxi has a strong inhibiting effect on 
subjective norms toward opportunistic behavior. It can also 
be concluded that boundary spanners are more concerned with 
their social standing.

The Influence of Attitudes and Subjective Norms 
on the Intentions Toward Opportunistic Behaviors
The average score of attitudes and subjective norms toward 
opportunistic behaviors are 4.471 and 4.452, respectively. The 
two scores are pretty close, indicating that boundary spanners’ 
evaluation of opportunistic behaviors is almost the same as 
the perceived evaluation of opportunistic behaviors by those 
around them. “I do not believe that adopting opportunistic 
behaviors will have a negative impact on collaborative 
innovation projects,” the item measuring opportunistic behavior 
attitudes, has the lowest score and the highest standard 
deviation. It means that boundary spanners believe that 
opportunistic behaviors will harm the collaboration project. 
In contrast, boundary spanners have wildly divergent 
viewpoints. The item measuring opportunistic behavior 
subjective norms, “My family believes that I  should act 
opportunistically in the interest of the company,” also has 
the lowest score and the highest standard deviation. It can 
be  concluded that family may not encourage boundary 
spanners to behave opportunistically. Parents constantly remind 
their children to be honest is a social phenomenon. Surprisingly, 
the boundary spanners` perception of their families’ attitudes 
toward opportunistic behavior is highly variable.

TABLE 3 | Frequency distribution.

Variable Lable Frequency Percent

Gender
Male 332 61.3
Female 210 38.7

Education
High school or below 4 0.7
College/University 479 88.4
Master or above 59 10.9

Working years

≤2 years 11 2.0
3–5 years 160 29.5
6–9 years 327 60.3
≥ 10 years 44 8.1

Enterprise’s 
ownership 
property

State-owned enterprise 87 16.1
Private enterprise 344 63.5
Joint ventures and Foreign 
companies

100 18.5

Else 11 2.0

Position
High-level 32 5.9
Middle-level 273 50.4
Basic-level 237 43.7

N = 542
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The results show that the attitudes and subjective norms 
toward opportunistic behaviors positively predict behavior 
intentions. The results are the same as TRA introduced. It 
is also consistent with the aforementioned results (Alzahrani 
et  al., 2017; Ng, 2020), in which behavior attitudes and 
subjective norms can predict intention. In the path analysis 
of the influence of opportunistic behavior attitudes and 
subjective norms on behavior intentions, the standardized 
regression coefficients are 0.234 and 0.295, respectively. This 
means that subjective norms have a greater influence on 
behavioral intentions toward opportunistic behaviors. It is 
possible to conclude that the critical people who surround 
boundary spanners influence their intentions to behave more 
opportunistically, which is consistent with common sense 
and experience.

TABLE 4 | Item statistical analysis and convergent validity.

Construct Item Item reliability Construct reliability Convergence validity

Std. SMC CR AVE

Opportunistic behavior
OB1 0.649 0.421 0.866 0.520
OB2 0.695 0.483
OB3 0.813 0.661
OB4 0.679 0.461
OB5 0.723 0.523
OB6 0.754 0.569

Opportunistic behavior

attitudes

OBA1 0.820 0.672 0.896 0.634
OBA2 0.842 0.709
OBA3 0.627 0.393
OBA4 0.852 0.726
OBA5 0.819 0.671

Opportunistic behavior

subjective norms

OBN1 0.670 0.449 0.880 0.597
OBN2 0.693 0.480
OBN3 0.857 0.734
OBN4 0.841 0.707
OBN5 0.785 0.616

Guanxi GU1 0.646 0.417 0.869 0.528
GU2 0.784 0.615
GU3 0.660 0.436
GU4 0.800 0.640
GU5 0.692 0.479
GU6 0.760 0.578

Opportunistic behavior 
intentions

OBI1 0.714 0.510 0.912 0.634
OBI2 0.782 0.612
OBI3 0.838 0.702
OBI4 0.806 0.650
OBI5 0.834 0.696
OBI6 0.795 0.632

Unstd., Unstandardized factor loadings; Std, Standardized factor loadings; SMC, Square multiple correlations; CR, Composite reliability; AVE, Average variance extracted.

TABLE 6 | Model fit verification.

Fit indicators Criteria Fit indicators of 
research model

Chi-square 437.261
Degree of freedom 345
CFI >0.9 0.990
RMSEA <0.08 0.022
TLI >0.9 0.989
GFI >0.9 0.954
NFI >0.9 0.989
χ2/df <3 1.267
AGFI >0.8 0.944

CFI, Comparative fit index; RMSEA, Root mean square error of approximation; TLI, 
Tucker-lewis index (non-normed fit index); GFI, Comparative fit index; NFI, Normed fit 
index; χ2/df, Normed chi-square; AGFI, Adjusted goodness of fit index.

TABLE 5 | The result of discriminant validity analysis.

Mean OB OBA OBN GU OBI

OB 3.675 0.721
OBA 4.471 0.388 0.796
OBN 4.4526 0.425 0.755 0.773
GU 3.521 −0.126 −0.160 −0.277 0.727
OBI 3.264 0.727 0.405 0.436 −0.071 0.796

The diagonal value is the square root of the average variance extracted of this latent variable; OB, opportunistic behaviors; OBA, opportunistic behavior attitudes; OBN, opportunistic 
behavior subjective norms; GU, Guanxi; OBI, opportunistic behavioral intentions.
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The Influence of Behavior Intentions on the 
Opportunistic Behaviors
The average score of the opportunistic behavior intentions is 
3.264. It indicates that boundary spanners may not have a 
solid intention to behave opportunistically in a collaborative 
innovation project in the automobile industry in Changchun. 
The item with the lowest mean score and standard deviation 

is “For the benefit of the company, I  will be  indifferent to 
the difficulties encountered by my collaborators in the next 
collaborative innovation projects that we  carry out.” It implies 
that boundary spanners are not unconcerned about the difficulties 
that collaborators face. Furthermore, this viewpoint is very 
consistent. Simultaneously, the average score of opportunistic 
behaviors is 3.675. The item “For the benefit of the company, 

TABLE 7 | Regression coefficient.

DV IV Unstd. S.E. Unstd./S.E. p-value Std. R2

OBA GU −0.212 0.055 −3.829 0.000 −0.187 0.035
OBN GU −0.302 0.052 −5.784 0.000 −0.297 0.088
OBI OBA 0.219 0.043 5.106 0.000 0.234 0.149

OBN 0.307 0.050 6.088 0.000 0.295
OB OBI 0.639 0.055 11.555 0.000 0.721 0.519

GU, Guanxi; OBA, Opportunistic behavior attitudes; OBN, Opportunistic behavior subjective norms; OBI, Opportunistic behavior intentions; OB, Opportunistic behaviors; DV, Dependent 
variable; IV, Independent variable; Unstd., Unstandardized regression coefficients; S.E., Standard error; Std., Standardized regression coefficients; R2, Explainable variations.

FIGURE 2 | SEM statistic model.

TABLE 8 | The analysis of indirect effects.

Effect Point estimate Product of coefficients Bootstrap 1,000 times

Bias-corrected 95%

S.E. Z-value p-value Lower bound Upper bound

Indirect effect

GU → OBA → OBI −0.046 0.018 −2.556 0.001 −0.095 −0.020

GU → OBN → OBI −0.093 0.024 −3.875 0.001 −0.153 −0.053

GU, Guanxi; OBA, Opportunistic behavior attitudes; OBN, Opportunistic behavior subjective norms; OBI, Opportunistic behavior intentions; OB, Opportunistic behaviors.
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I  sometimes indifferent to the difficulties encountered by my 
collaborators” has the lowest mean score and lowest standard 
deviation. This result is the same as that of the measurement 
of opportunistic behavior intentions. The standardized regression 
coefficient in the path analysis of the influence of opportunistic 
behavior intentions on behaviors is 0.721. It suggests that 
behavior intentions can strongly predict behavior. Behavioral 
intention can significantly predict behavior, which is consistent 
with the aforementioned scholars’ research findings (Ng, 2020).

Practical Contribution
This study confirmed that Guanxi between boundary 
spanners decreases their opportunistic behaviors. This 
means that individual-level Guanxi can be  used as a form of 
informal governance of inter-firm opportunism. It can assist the 
firm reducing the risk of being harmed by opportunism from 
collaborative innovation counterparts. Managers of collaborative 
innovation projects should encourage boundary spanners to 
develop Guanxi appropriately, which reduces counterparts’ 
boundary spanners’ opportunistic behaviors. Good Guanxi can 
also help projects move along more quickly. It is also useful to 
make full use of resources, save time and increase collaborative 
innovative project output. Individual-level good Guanxi may 
promote inter-firm Guanxi, which can develop inter-firm trust 
(Shen et  al., 2020). Trust between firms can lead to long-term 
cooperation between the two partners (Lee and Dawes, 2005). 
It can be  seen that a good Guanxi between boundary spanners 
can help to improve the continuity of collaborative innovation.

Boundary spanners exhibit opportunistic behaviors in 
collaborative innovation projects always for the sake of corporate 
self-interest, as a form of pro-organizational unethical behavior 
(Zhang et  al., 2021a). They are oblivious to the fact that such 
actions will have a negative influence on their businesses in 
the long run because it will harm the development of collaboration 
projects and the company’s reputation. As a result, in collaborative 
innovation projects, companies should steer boundary spanners 
away from opportunistic behaviors. The results suggested that 
the negative effect of Guanxi is stronger on subjective norms 
than on attitudes. Furthermore, the subjective norms also have 
a more significant negative effect on opportunistic behavior 
intentions than on attitudes. It can also be  confirmed that 
subjective norms have a greater influence than attitudes. When 
considering behaving opportunistically, boundary spanners 
consider the opinions of important people around them. If 
the enterprises do not want their boundary spanners to act 
opportunistically, they can take advantage of the influence of 
subjective norms on boundary spanners. Managers can emphasize 
that opportunism is not encouraged when working with other 
parties. Enterprise should also foster an atmosphere of integrity, 
which leads boundary spanners to believe that dishonest 
employees are not popular in the workplace.

Limitation and Future Research
First, all the samples in this study were in the automobile industry 
in Changchun, Jilin Province, China. So the findings have limited 
applicability to the opportunistic behaviors of boundary spanners 

in other regions and industries. Future research could take a 
broader sample of regions and industries. It can, for example, 
contrast differences between different regions of China or between 
eastern and western societies. Second, this study confirmed the 
hypothesis that Guanxi has a negative influence on opportunistic 
behavior attitudes and subjective norms. However, the low R2 
value indicates that the explanatory power is low.

For future research, scholars can try the following aspects. 
First, because China’s economic and social development varies 
widely across regions, there may be  regional differences in the 
effects of Guanxi on opportunistic behaviors. Therefore future 
comparative studies should be  conducted in different regions. 
Future research should be  carried out in other industry and 
region. Second, future research should include more antecedent 
variables that may influence the attitudes and subjective norms 
of boundary spanners’ opportunistic behaviors to improve the 
model’s explanatory power. For example, their loyalty to the 
organization, position, and working ability may all have a significant 
influence on their opportunistic behaviors. Third, existing research 
has examined the firm-level governance forces on opportunistic 
behaviors, such as contractual governance and managerial 
governance to organize and restrict firm behavior (Luo et  al., 
2015). It will require further examination of the interaction 
between firm-level governance forces and individual-level Guanxi. 
Finally, boundary spanner behaviors are also influenced by the 
environment. As a result, future research should assess the effect 
of organizational-level factors, such as organizational culture and 
internal control mechanisms. Inter-organizational-level factors, 
such as inter-organizational dependencies, inter-organizational 
trust, and collaboration model, should be  investigated as well.
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The emotional intelligence of a construction project manager plays an essential role in 
project management, and recent developments in teamwork have increased the need to 
explore better ways to utilize teams and achieve effectiveness in the construction sector. 
However, research that holds the team-level perspective in emotional intelligence studies 
is lacking, and the mechanism of the construction project manager’s emotional intelligence 
on team effectiveness remains unexplored. This knowledge gap is addressed by developing 
a model that illuminates how construction project manger’s emotional intelligence can 
affect team effectiveness via the mediation of team cohesion and the moderation of project 
team duration. A questionnaire survey was utilized to gather information from construction 
project teams across 156 leader-member dyads in the Chinese construction industry. 
The results reveal that construction project manager’s emotional intelligence is positively 
related to team effectiveness and the team cohesion mediates this cause and effect. 
Further, project team duration moderates the relationship between team cohesion and 
effectiveness. This study offers new insight into how project manager can better lead 
team members toward desired team outcomes from a team perspective and makes an 
explorative effort in investigating the “time” role in construction project management.

Keywords: emotional intelligence, construction project manager, team effectiveness, team process,  
project management

INTRODUCTION

As the project-based organization increased in importance (Bourouni et  al., 2014), so did the 
reliance on project teams. Most work in the construction industry is now performed and relies 
on project teams (Braun et  al., 2012). The construction project team faces the dynamic, complex, 
and fluctuating situation of the construction industry (Raiden et  al., 2004) and the project’s 
inherently temporary and goal-oriented nature (Clarke, 2010). As such, construction projects have 
been perennially considered one of the most troublesome contexts to lead people effectively to 
improve work output and achieve success (Potter et  al., 2018). Recent developments in teamwork 
have increased the need to explore better ways to utilize teams and achieve effectiveness in the 
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construction sector (Azmy, 2015). In an effective team, leaders 
and followers develop a process that uses diverse perspectives 
on problems and criteria for evaluating solutions to make complex 
and innovative decisions and produce excellent performance, 
attitudes, and behaviors (Chowdhury, 2005; Mathieu et al., 2008). 
According to Hoevemeyer (1993), the reasons and needs for a 
project team to achieve effectiveness are 4-fold: effective project 
team could improve (a) productivity, (b) service quality, and (c) 
customer satisfaction; (d) effective project team frees the project 
manager from day-to-day micro-management so that he  or she 
has more time focusing on other tasks. Therefore, a deep 
understanding of what factors yield desired effectiveness in the 
construction project context is now required. However, although 
the project team has been considered in the team research field, 
this study noticed a lack of research on project team effectiveness. 
Some studies focus on the contribution of team effectiveness to 
construction project performance (e.g., Azmy, 2015); few studies 
explored the antecedent factors of project team effectiveness.

Since the unwillingness or inability of team members to 
exert sufficient levels of individual effort, team members 
sometimes fail to develop the best means of combining their 
capabilities in a concerted direction to achieve team effectiveness 
(Zaccaro et  al., 2009). Therefore, team leadership is essential 
for team effectiveness (Zaccaro et  al., 2009). As construction 
project is getting mega, eco-friendly, and intelligent, construction 
project team management practice and research fields have 
evolved, the heightened expectations of project managers and 
their leadership are becoming more apparent (Sundqvist, 2019). 
To better manage projects and achieve effectiveness, recent 
studies emphasize a nonverbal leadership, emotional intelligence 
(Rezvani et al., 2016; Montenegro et al., 2021; Zhu et al., 2021), 
or the ability to perceive and express emotions, to understand 
and use them, and to manage them to foster personal growth 
(Salovey et  al., 2003). Turner and Müller (2005) pointed out 
that emotional intelligence may hold the key to improving 
project managers’ career success as a leader and project results. 
Individuals with high emotional intelligence are able to make 
informed decisions, better cope with environmental demands 
and pressures, effectively handle conflict, communicate in exciting 
and assertive ways, and make others feel better in their work 
environment (Love et  al., 2011). For project managers who 
are constantly confronted with communication issues and 
complex relationships within the project team, formulating 
satisfactory solutions is essential. Some prior studies have 
investigated the relationship between construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence and project-level output, such 
as project performance (e.g., Zhang and Fan, 2013; Zhu et  al., 
2021) or project success (e.g., Maqbool et al., 2017; Montenegro 
et  al., 2021), but are yet to describe the relationship between 
leader’s emotional intelligence and project team effectiveness. 
Therefore, the first key research question in this study is as:

RQ1. What is the relationship between construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence and team effectiveness?

Further, the relationship between construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence and team effectiveness can 
be complicated and cannot be simply explained by direct effect. 

The contribution of leadership to an effective team relies on 
the process or mechanism in which team leaders help members 
work together and achieve a synergistic threshold where collective 
effort accomplishes more than the sum of individual abilities 
or efforts (Zaccaro et  al., 2009). Thus, this study aims to 
uncover the process to provide evidence on how construction 
project manager’s emotional intelligence affects project team 
and team members and solve the second question:

RQ2. What is the mechanism of construction project manager’s 
emotional intelligence impacts on team effectiveness?

For studying team effectiveness, McGrath developed the I-P-O 
(Input-Process-Output) model more than 50 years ago (Mathieu 
et  al., 2008). This article employs the I-P-O model to explore 
the influence mechanism of emotional intelligence on team 
effectiveness since it provides a framework for conceptualizing 
the pivotal role of team process for mediating the conversion 
of inputs to outcomes (Mathieu et al., 2008). Project management 
researchers like Müller and Jugdev (2012) also highlighted the 
need for more team process-related variables to deeply examine 
the relationship between project manager’s leadership and project 
outcomes. Following-up on their calls, this study selects team 
cohesion as the process variable in this study. According to 
Mathieu et  al.’s (2008) review, cohesion is one of the most 
popular researched process variables. Previous research has 
suggested that leaders motivate followers by shaping shared affect 
within teams, for example, team cohesiveness (Pillai and Williams, 
2004). Further, scholars have indicated that there is no “one 
style fits all” solution to leadership issues and that the leadership 
effectiveness is contextual (Nguyen-Duc et  al., 2018). Team 
development theory suggests that project teams mature and 
develop as they move from the start of a project toward achieving 
its goals (Senaratne and Samaraweera, 2015). The leader-member 
relationship that evolves over time in organizations is essentially 
a gradual deepening of the degree of social exchange (Teboul 
and Cole, 2005). Therefore, different stages in team development 
appear to be  differently affected by project manager’s emotional 
intelligence. To explore the factors of team development into 
the project manager’s emotional intelligence research, this study 
incorporated the “time” variable into the research model as a 
moderator in the relationship between construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence and team effectiveness.

Conclusively, based on the Input-Process-Output model and 
team development theory, this study aims to investigate the 
mediating role of team cohesion and moderating role of time 
in the relationship of construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence and team effectiveness. To develop and test the 
hypothesized model, this article adopts a leader-member matching 
approach in Chinese construction and applies a composite-
based structural equation modeling (SEM) method, partial least 
squares (PLS-SEM; Sarstedt, 2020). The following section reviews 
relevant literature regarding emotional intelligence and team 
theory and proposes hypotheses among key constructs; 
subsequently, a methodology for collecting data, measuring 
constructs, and testing measurement are displayed. Then, a 
data analysis is provided. Finally, the study’s discussion, 
implications, and limitations are presented.
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND 
HYPOTHESES

Emotional Intelligence
To date, there is no unified operational definition of emotional 
intelligence. Salovey and Mayer’s (1990) definition (which is 
often referred to as “ability emotional intelligence”) is skill-
based and focuses on cognitive aptitude, similar to a traditional 
intelligence—IQ, emphasizes the procedure of emotional 
information (Day and Carroll, 2004; Davis, 2011). Some other 
scholars considered emotional intelligence in a more mixed 
perspective. They expanded ability emotional intelligence and 
argued that this concept includes a set of behaviors, characters, 
traits, skills, and competencies (Kerr et al., 2013). For example, 
Bar-On (2006) defined emotional intelligence as a cross-section 
of interrelated emotional and social competencies, skills, and 
facilitators. The current paper adopted ability emotional 
intelligence as the theoretical basis, since the latter view or 
the “mixed emotional intelligence,” frequently and justifiably, 
criticized for the lack of theoretical clarity (Hughes and Evans, 
2018). Hughes and Evans (2018) argues that when a structure 
is so broad that it can reasonably accommodate nearly everything, 
it is so changeable in nature and therefore meaningless. Adopting 
ability emotional intelligence framework helps this study to 
establish a relatively purer view of project manager’s emotional 
intelligence. Salovey et  al. (2003) constructed ability emotional 
intelligence from four dimensions or branches: perceiving 
emotion (Branch 1), using emotion to facilitate thought (Branch 
2), understanding emotion (Branch 3), and managing emotion 
(Branch 4). Branch 1 concerns the ability to identify emotions 
in oneself and others. Branch 2 means generating, using, and 
feeling the emotion as necessary to communicate feelings. 
Branch 3 refers to the ability to comprehend emotional 
information. Moreover, Branch 4 is defined as the ability to 
be  open to feelings, to regulate them in oneself and others 
to promote personal understanding and growth.

Over the past few decades, social-psychological and 
organizational researchers have focused substantial attention 
on the role of leader influences on workgroup dynamics and 
performance (Jeong, 2009). A leader’s emotional intelligence 
is related to managerial effectiveness (Kerr et al., 2013). Leaders 
with high emotional intelligence scores could sense employees’ 
emotional reactions and integrate emotional consideration in 
their leading behaviors (Hur et  al., 2011). Salovey and Mayer 
(1990) also indicated that the behavioral manifestations of 
emotionally intelligent individuals include individualized 
consideration, empathy, and respect. Although research has 
emphasized the significance of construction project manager’s 
emotional intelligence for achieving project success (Cacamis 
and Asmar, 2015; Rezvani et  al., 2020), less is known about 
the mechanism that interferes in the emotional intelligence-
team effectiveness relationship. Some existing research explores 
the mechanism that affects the influence of project managers’ 
emotional intelligence from a project perspective. For example, 
Rezvani et  al. (2016) explained the contribution of project 
manager’s emotional intelligence to project success through 

job satisfaction and trust. Other mediators are represented by 
leadership-related variables, such as transformational, 
transactional, and laissez-faire leadership (Zhan et  al., 2018). 
Some recent studies integrate the project-level context factors, 
such as project commitment (Zhu et al., 2021) and stakeholder 
relationships (Montenegro et  al., 2021) into the relationship 
between construction project manager’s emotional intelligence 
and project performance. The current study noticed that the 
above studies tried to explain the influence of leader’s emotional 
intelligence by their attitudes, behaviors, and leadership, or 
the contextual factors from team external, while they have 
tended to ignore the impacts of internal team process 
and development.

Conclusively, the positive correlation between emotional 
intelligence and project outcome has been known for a long 
time (Montenegro et al., 2021), but studies that hold the team-
level perspective are less. Considering the call for investigating 
team process-related mechanisms in project managers’ emotional 
intelligence research (Müller and Jugdev, 2012; Zhu et al., 2021), 
this study aims to develop a mechanism that explains the 
relationship between construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence and team effectiveness from a team perspective 
by team cohesion and time development variables.

Team Effectiveness and the Input-Process-
Output Framework
The team literature defines effectiveness in terms of high team-
level performance and the consequences a group has for its 
members (Cohen et al., 1996; Tannenbaum et al., 1996; Piccoli 
et al., 2006). Effective construction project teams should be able 
to produce high-quality output (i.e., accomplish assigned tasks 
and deliver a completed and well-built project compliant with 
high quality; Azmy, 2015) and reward team members in terms 
of satisfaction with team membership and working experience 
(Mohrman et  al., 1995). According to the review of Mathieu 
et  al. (2008), the traditional broad classifications that describe 
team effectiveness usually include team performance and team 
members’ affective reactions (e.g., satisfaction, commitment, 
and viability). Thus, this paper builds project team effectiveness 
in terms of team performance and satisfaction. Specifically, 
effective project teams are expected to deliver a timely, high-
quality product within budget. They should satisfy team members’ 
needs, including work experience, pay, respect, and cooperation 
aspects et  al. Team performance and satisfaction are also used 
to examine team effectiveness in project team context in primary 
studies, such as Piccoli et  al. (2006).

Scholars developed the I-P-O model to explore how teams 
achieve effectiveness (McGrath, 1964). According to Ilgen et al. 
(2005), the nature of team performance is how inputs lead to 
processes that in turn lead to outcomes. This study adopted 
the I-P-O model for several reasons. First, the origin of the 
I-P-O and other modified models is to figure out what predicts 
team effectiveness and why some groups are more effective 
than others. The adoption of this model meets the requirement 
of this study for studying how team leader’s emotional intelligence 
leads to effectiveness. Second, the project team is a purposive 
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structure and needs to achieve its project goals (Fung, 2014). 
This study believes that the project team nature accords with 
the I-P-O model (and advanced I-P-O model) in pursuing 
excellent results. Moreover, the I-P-O framework has had a 
powerful influence on empirical research, much of which either 
explicitly or implicitly invokes the I-P-O model in team research 
(Ilgen et  al., 2005).

In the I-P-O model (Figure  1), Inputs describe antecedent 
factors that enable and constrain members’ interactions. 
Traditional inputs variables include individual team member 
characteristics (e.g., competencies and personalities), team-level 
factors (e.g., task structure and external leader influences), and 
organizational and contextual factors (e.g., organizational design 
features and environmental complexity; Mathieu et  al., 2008). 
In this study, the emotionally intelligent leader was set as 
Input since leadership plays its role through shaping members’ 
interactions (Lyons, 2007) and primary studies, such as Ye 
et  al. (2019) used a similar set in their leadership research.

Many researchers argue that people with higher emotional 
intelligence can positively impact both team and organization 
(Rezvani et al., 2016; Maqbool et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2018). 
Emotionally intelligent leaders tend to positively experience 
and express emotion by their emotion regulation ability (Peslak, 
2005; Szczygieł and Mikolajczak, 2017). By releasing positive 
emotion in the workplace, leaders could effectively influence 
subordinates’ behaviors and attitudes, such as enhancing 
subordinates’ engagement performance and organizational 
citizenship behavior (Goswami et al., 2014). As we know, team 
members’ engagement and organizational citizenship behavior 
could further contribute to the performance aspect of team 
effectiveness (Uddin et al., 2018). In addition, positive emotions 
are likely to increase project managers’ enthusiasm, enabling 
them to communicate effectively toward their team members 
(Carmeli, 2003) and be  more willing to exchange emotions 
with subordinates (Cacamis and Asmar, 2015). The positive 
emotions among every member could motivate team members 
to express their opinions bravely and promote creative problem 
solving, thus increasing project team performance (Rezvani 
et al., 2016). Current results suggest that conflict communication 
in the project team can negatively affect team outcomes, such 
as performance and satisfaction (Henderson et  al., 2016). It 
could be  further believed that constructional project manager’s 
emotional intelligence could improve team effectiveness by 

solving the communication conflict in the project team. On 
the other hand, according to Salovey and Mayer (1990), behavioral 
manifestations of emotionally intelligent people are highly 
transformational; they include demonstrations of care and 
support, individualized consideration, empathy, and respect. 
In the project practice, construction project managers need to 
deal with team members with different personalities and 
capabilities. Construction project managers with high emotional 
intelligence have fewer cognitive obstacles when dealing with 
problems, are easier to understand, and maintain team 
relationships (Rezvani et  al., 2018). By implementing 
transformational-natural behaviors, project managers inspire 
team members to keep common goals, create a collaborative 
atmosphere, and achieve effectiveness (Iqbal et al., 2019). 
Therefore, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence is positively associated with project 
team effectiveness.

Team Cohesion
Existing research on team cohesion in the project management 
field refers to the general definition of team cohesion in 
organizational context (Fung, 2014; Picazo et  al., 2015). Team 
cohesion describes team members’ commitment to the team’s 
overall task (Goodman et  al., 1987) and the closeness of the 
interpersonal bonds between team members (Cook and Hunsaker, 
1997). Team process describes team members’ interactions directed 
toward task accomplishment and describes how team inputs are 
transformed to achieve effectiveness (Mathieu et al., 2008). Cohesion 
is an important process variable (Ledoux et  al., 2012) and has 
always been regarded as one crucial intangible factor for connecting 
team members and improving team outcomes (Balkundi and 
Harrison, 2006). As Ilgen et  al.’s (2005) argument, cohesion even 
“goes beyond trust and reflects a strong sense of rapport and a 
desire to stay together, perhaps extending beyond the current 
task context.” Besides, team cohesion deals with the strength of 
the member’s emotional and affective attachment to the larger 
collective (Bishop and Scott, 2000; Kristof-Brown et  al., 2002). 
Therefore, this study believes that the emotional and affective 
aspects of team cohesion are valuable to study as the consequence 
of the project manager’s emotional intelligence.

According to Falahat et  al. (2014), emotionally intelligent 
leaders can subtly influence employees’ practices at work, such 
as building team cohesion. Quoidbach and Hansenne (2009) 
also demonstrated that emotional intelligence could constitute 
an interesting new way of building cohesive teams. As we know, 
emotionally intelligent project managers tend to express emotion 
positively (Rezvani et  al., 2018). The positive emotion expressed 
by a leader is usually a signal, which means that the leader is 
satisfied with existing task performance. This positive signal can 
make team members feel comfortable and satisfied with the 
existing communication and cooperation process in work and 
enhance team cohesion (Chan and Mallett, 2011). The project 
manager’s emotional understanding and managing ability also 
contribute to resolving constructive conflict, which was approved 

FIGURE 1 | The input-process-output model (Refers to Mathieu et al., 2008). 
Republished with permission of Sage Publication Inc. Journals from Mathieu et al. 
(2008); permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.
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as the antecedent variable of team cohesion (Abraham, 2005). 
From the cultural perspective, some research supports that leaders 
in institutional collectivism culture tend to use their emotional 
intelligence to build a collective identity within the team to 
cultivate the team’s loyalty and cohesion (Miao et  al., 2016). 
China, influenced by Confucian culture, is a significant collectivist 
nation. Empirically, Rich et al. (2016) found a positive correlation 
between leaders’ ability emotional intelligence and team cohesion 
based on the survey conducted in British government departments; 
Moore and Mamiseishvili (2012) found that the overall score 
of leader’s emotional intelligence in commercial project teams 
was significantly positively correlated with team cohesion. 
Therefore, this paper hypothesizes the following.

Hypothesis 2: Construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence is positively associated with team cohesion.

Theorists have generally supported a positive effect of 
team cohesion on team effectiveness. Cohesion reflects team 
members’ affection and attitude toward the team’s task. Hoegl 
and Gemuenden (2001) argued that team members with a 
sense of belonging and togetherness are more likely to engage 
in collaboration and teamwork. Team cohesion can create a 
bond among the team, facilitating the uniformity of members 
and team coordination in task operation and resulting in 
greater effectiveness (Beal et  al., 2003; Lee and Ko, 2019). 
On the other hand, highly cohesive team members are more 
willing to exchange work-related experience and value with 
each other (Lee and Ko, 2019). A team with solid cohesion 
exerts stronger effort in more efficient planning and may 
arguably develop more appropriate performance strategies 
(Gupta et al., 2010). Statistically, studies, such as Fung (2014) 
and Philip et al. (2013), have indicated that team cohesiveness 
significantly influences team effectiveness. Therefore, this 
study posits that as:

Hypothesis 3: Construction project team cohesion is 
positively associated with team effectiveness.

Thus, emotional intelligence helps the construction project 
managers to improve team cohesion which further leads to team 
effectiveness. Therefore, team cohesion may mediate the relationships 
between construction project manager’s emotional intelligence and 
team effectiveness. The hypothesis is presented as follows.

Hypothesis 4: Team cohesion mediates the relationship 
between the construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence and project team effectiveness.

Team Development Process and Time 
Variable
Theorists have emphasized that time plays a critical role in 
team functioning. The time variable in the current paper is 
the duration of the project team. It could be seen as a continuous 
variable starting on the first day of a project team.

Conceptually, team researchers have converged on a view of 
teams as complex, adaptive, and dynamic systems (McGrath 
et al., 2000). Considering the traditional I-P-O model (McGrath, 
1964) fails to capture the complex, adaptive, and dynamic nature 
of project team, this study employed team development theory 
and an advanced I-P-O model (Ilgen et  al., 2005). Team 
development theory implies that project teams mature and develop 
from the beginning of the team forming toward achieving goals 
(Senaratne and Samaraweera, 2015). The power of the team 
development process transforms a loose team into an effective 
group (Sheard and Kakabadse, 2002). Considering the scholars 
use the developmental model (one type of advanced IPO model) 
to depict the influence of time in the team. Ilgen et  al. (2005) 
indicates that team exists in context as it performs across time. 
This advanced model reflects how the member interactions are 
affected differently by how teams qualitatively change over time 
(Kozlowski et  al., 1999). The solid line runs at the bottom of 
Figure  1 shows the developmental processes unfold over time 
as teams mature. Existing theory suggests that team processes 
are likely to be  influenced by their progress over time (Mathieu 
et  al., 2008).

According to time development theory, project managers 
need time to be  familiar with team members and implement 
team-building strategies (Nicolini, 2002). Like ordinary teams, 
the construction project team could development process is 
generally along the lines of Tuckman’s (1965) four stages model: 
forming stage, storming stage, norming stage, and performing 
stage. In the early stages of team development, construction 
project managers pay more attention to clarifying the team 
goal and communicating with external stakeholders (Senaratne 
and Samaraweera, 2015). This is the exploration stage in the 
relationship of the leader-member dyad (Teboul and Cole, 
2005), and the influence of construction project manager’s 
emotional intelligence on team cohesion may be  limited since 
developing relationships between followers and leaders is time-
consuming activity (Jordan and Troth, 2011). As the team 
matures over time, the relationship between the project manager 
and team members develops deeper. Under the influence of 
reciprocal altruism, team members are more likely to accept 
the influence from leaders as the leader-member exchange gets 
deepened (Teboul and Cole, 2005). Besides, considering the 
external influence from the clients on project managers gets 
reduced after forming stage, construction project managers 
could focus more on solving interpersonal conflicts that may 
occur among members (Senaratne and Samaraweera, 2015), 
where emotional intelligence may play a better role in improving 
team cohesion. However, existing empirical studies that focus 
on the potential moderating effect on the construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence and team effectiveness 
relationship are lacking. Therefore, this article regards this 
hypothesis as a theoretical exploration and proposes:

Hypothesis 5: Project team duration moderates the 
relationship between the construction project manager’s 
emotional intelligence and project team cohesion.

Conclusively, Figure 2 shows the research model of this study.

117

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Zhang and Hao CPM’s EI on Team Effectiveness

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 March 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 845791

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Research Procedure and Data Collection
This study was conducted in Chinese construction project 
teams, and a questionnaire survey method was employed. This 
paper adopted a non-probability sampling method, and Wu 
et  al. (2015) argued that this sampling method is effective for 
higher response rates and more appropriate for studies in the 
construction industry. The target population was construction 
project participants with different levels of work experience, 
but the sample frames were a subset of the target population, 
namely, the project manager group and the team member 
group. The primary targets in both samples were related through 
common projects, but their roles and responsibilities on these 
projects are different, i.e., leader and follower.

Considering the COVID-19 pandemic, the author distributed 
the questionnaires via social networks. In collecting the data, 
a survey kit including an outline of research purpose and a 
self-reported questionnaire was first sent to construction project 
managers by personal contacts. Then, through their referrals, 
the author invited one team member in their team to join 
the survey. The project manager and team member groups 
were reminded separately for each leader-member dyad to 
ensure they answered the questionnaire based on their experience 
in the same project. As such, the responses of one project 
manager and one team member constitute one complete team-
level questionnaire.

After 2 month recruiting, the survey was distributed to 165 
project teams, and a total of 156 leader-member dyads participated 
in the study, which implies a response rate of 94.54%. For 
applying the SEM method, most scholars suggest that the 
number of valid questionnaires should reach 5–10 times latent 
variables (Bentler and Chou, 1987), and this study meets the 
requirement. Table  1 outlines the demographic information 
of the participated project managers. More than 60% of 
respondents were aged 25–40, showing a rejuvenation of project 
managers. Among the total number of respondents, 98.08% 
were male, and 1.92% were female, reflecting the male dominance 
of the construction industry in China, and this finding is 
similar to Kim’s (2015). Most of them have Bachelor’s Degree 
(60.25%) or above (32.69%). More than three-quarters of the 

participated construction project managers come from state-
owned companies (76.92%), reflecting the dominance of state-
owned enterprises in the Chinese construction industry (Wang 
et al., 2006). The average tenure of the participated construction 
project managers is 11.7 years. They have an average of 4.25 years 
of work experience as project managers.

Measures
The research hypotheses need to measure four variables: 
emotional intelligence, team cohesion, project team effectiveness, 
and project team duration. The Wong and Law Emotional 
Intelligence Scale (WLEIS) measured the emotional intelligence 
construct, developed for the Chinese context based on the 
ability model (Wong and Law, 2002). The WLEIS is mainly 
carried out from four dimensions: self-emotional appraisal, 
others’ emotional appraisal, use of emotions, and regulation 
of emotions. Many primary studies conducted in the Chinese 
project context adopted this scale since it is appropriate to 
apply to the Chinese context (Law et  al., 2008), such as Zhu 
et  al. (2021). Although both self-report and performance tests 
are widely applied in existing emotional intelligence research, 
this study adopted the self-reported WLEIS measurement since 
some scholars argued that the best measurement of emotions 
and emotional intelligence is self-report because emotional 
experience is a private internal process. It is not easy for 
others to observe and judge based on outwardly superficial 
performance (Connolly et al., 2007). The team cohesion construct 
was measured by the six-item scale developed by Dobbins 
and Zaccaro (1986). This scale was proved to have high reliability 
and validity in the project context (Webber, 2008). The team 
effectiveness construct was measured by Li’s (2013) scale developed 
for the Chinese construction project team. This paper adopted 
this scale for its appropriateness for target participants. Li’s 
(2013) scale measures team effectiveness from team performance 
and team satisfaction. The team performance dimension contains 
seven items, such as “The project team can complete the project 
task on schedule” and “Project team cost control within a 
reasonable range.” The satisfaction dimension contains eight 
items, such as “In the project team, I  am  satisfied with the 
results of my work” and “In the project team, my work was 
respected by my colleagues and peers.” A five-point Likert 

FIGURE 2 | The hypothesized model in the input-process-output framework.
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scale measured the above three constructs, ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The information of 
project team duration was collected as a single question: (Please 
recall a project you  are practicing on and answer) How long 
is the project’s duration (accurate to months, e.g., 1 year and 
six; 5 months). The author manually converted the information 
to a number in years, e.g., converting “1 year and 6 months” 
to 1.5 years.

The original survey instrument derived from Wong and 
Law (2002), Dobbins and Zaccaro (1986) was written in English 
and then back-translated into Chinese to ensure the equivalence 
of the original and targeted versions. Three academic experts 
were consulted to verify the applicability of the questionnaire 
within the context of Chinese construction projects.

Common Method Variance
Following the suggestions by Podsakoff et al. (2012), procedural 
and statistical methods were used to control the common 
method variance. For process control, the dependent and 
independent variables in this study were from different sources, 
which is an obvious way to control common method variance. 
The project manager group was invited to fill in the emotional 
intelligence scale and the information of project team duration, 
and the team member group was invited to fill in the team 
cohesion and team effectiveness scale. Therefore, the predictors 
(emotional intelligence and team duration) come from the 
construction project manager group, while the criterion variables 
come from the team member group. Besides, the author 
emphasized that the survey was completely anonymous and 
that the responses would be  confidential. The author also 
underlined that there were no right or wrong answers. In 
terms of statistical control, Harman single factor tests were 
performed on all items of the measured variables. Some 
researchers argued that this is a less sensitive test and may 
not detect the presence of common method variance, but more 
recent research indicates it is a quite meaningful method (Babin 
et  al., 2016; Fuller et  al., 2016). The result shows that the 
explanatory power of the first common factor is 22.08%, thus 
not reaching the critical point of 40% (Harman, 1960).  

The result indicates that no single factor can explain most 
variation, and the common method variance is not a problem 
for the current study.

Data Analysis
The data analysis was undertaken in two ways: Confirmatory 
Factor Analysis (CFA) and PLS-SEM (Partial Least Squares 
Structural Equation Modeling). The CFA is used to test the 
measurement model, while the PLS-SEM is used to investigate 
the relationships among construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence, team cohesion, and team effectiveness. PLS-SEM 
is a causal modeling approach to maximize the explained 
variance of the dependent latent constructs (Hair et  al., 2011). 
This method is widely used in social science since it is a 
powerful analytical tool for small sample sizes, formatively 
measured constructs, and complex models (e.g., mediation, 
moderation, and moderated mediation; Sosik et  al., 2009; Hair 
et  al., 2011). According to Hair et al. (2017), small sample 
size and formative indicators are two of the top three reasons 
for PLS-SEM usage. The collected sample sizes are not large 
(as mentioned above) in the current study, while the hypothesis 
model is complex, including the mediator and moderator. 
Further, the emotional intelligence and team effectiveness in 
this paper are formative constructs. Therefore, this study adopted 
a PLS-SEM method instead of the traditional SEM method. 
The current paper employed the Smart-PLS 3.3.5 to conduct 
the PLS-SEM analysis, and this software is proved to meet 
the requirements of this study (Joseph et  al., 2013).

RESULTS

Measurement Model
Reliability and validity were checked for testing the measurement 
model. Reliability refers to the consistency of a measure. This 
article used Cronbach’s α to estimate the reliability of each 
construct. Emotional Intelligence (EI) is comprised of four 
sub-scales: Self-Emotions Appraisal (SEA), Others-Emotions 
Appraisal (OEA), Use of Emotion (UE), and Regulation of 
Emotion (RE). Each of those sub-scales consists out of four 
sub-constructs. For SEA, the original Cronbach’s α was below 
the threshold of 0.7, and the outer loading of one item was 
lower than the threshold of 0.7. After assessing internal consistency 
reliability and content validity after removal, this item was 
removed to improve the measurement model. After removing, 
as shown in Table  2, the Cronbach’s α of all sub-dimensions 
of EI ranged from 0.708 to 0.794, which are over the threshold 
of 0.70. The overall Cronbach’s α of the EI construct is 0.704 
(>0.7). The team effectiveness (TE) construct includes two 
sub-constructs: team performance (TP) and team satisfaction 
(TS). The Cronbach alphas of TP and TS are above the threshold 
of 0.7 and the overall Cronbach’s α of the TE construct is 0.914 
(>0.7). For team cohesion (TC), the Cronbach’s α is also above 
the threshold of 0.7. Project team duration (PTD) is a continuous 
variable that measures time and is not required to be consistent. 
Therefore, the Cronbach’s α of PTD is not presented. The major 
estimates are demonstrated in Table  2.

TABLE 1 | Sample demographics of participated project managers.

Items Category Frequency Percentage

Age 25–30 32 20.51
31–40 77 49.36
41–50 40 25.64
>50 7 7.69

Level of education Below bachelor 11 7.05
Bachelor 94 60.25
Above bachelor 51 32.69

Gender Male 153 98.08
Female 3 1.92

Company type State-owned 120 76.92
Private 36 23.08

Mean (years)

Job tenure 11.7
Experience as 
project manager

4.25
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Validity refers to the extent to which the scores from a 
measure represent the underlying variable. The convergent 
validity was first assessed to evaluate the relative convergence 
among item measures, reflected by the value of standardized 
factoring loadings, composite creditability (CR), and average 
variance extracted (AVE). As reported by Table  2, all item 
loadings are greater than the benchmark of 0.70. The CR values 
for the seven sub-constructs ranged from 0.815 to 0.915, 
satisfying the cutoff of 0.70. The AVE values for each construct 
ranged from 0.532 to 0.767, larger than the critical value of 
0.50. The results confirm a good convergence for all the 
constructs. The discriminant validity that distinguishes constructs 
was tested by comparing the square root of a construct’s AVE 
with the correlative coefficients of other constructs. According 
to Fornell and Larcker (1981), the square root of the AVE of 
each construct should be  higher than the highest correlation 
coefficient with any other construct. As shown in Table  3, 
the square root of the AVE value of each construct exceeds 
its correlations with all other constructs, meeting the threshold 
standards and indicating that every construct is truly distinct 
from other constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The means, 
standard deviations (SD), and correlations can also be  found 
in Table  3.

Structural Model and Hypothesis Testing
A structural model was run to check the hypotheses and the 
relationship among the variables, and the results were obtained 
after bootstrapping by setting samples 5,000 times (Hair et  al., 
2011). R2 is used to evaluate the path predictive power of the 
structural model. Generally speaking, 0.25 < R2 < 0.5 indicates 
that the model has moderate explanatory power, and R2 > 0.5 
means the explanatory power of the model is high (Ana et  al., 
2015). The R2 values of all endogenous variables are greater 
than 0.25 ( RTC2  = 0.280, RTE2  = 0.563), indicating that the model 

has good explanatory power; see Table 4. The Q2 value obtained 
after the Blindfolding test represents the degree to which the 
path model can predict the initial observation value. As shown 
in Table  4, the Q2 values of all two endogenous constructs 
are considerably greater than zero, providing explicit support 
for the model’s predictive relevance.

The path coefficient shows the influence of the independent 
variable on the dependent variable; see Table  5. The final 
results show that the path coefficient of H1 is 0.397 and 
the value of p is significant at 0.001 level, indicating that 
construction project manager’ emotional intelligence was 
significantly positively related to team effectiveness, which 
supports the H1. The positive relationship between construction 
project manager’s emotional intelligence and team cohesion 
(H2) and the positive relationship between team cohesion 
and team effectiveness (H3) are also approved at the p = 0.001 
level with the path coefficient at 0.492 and 0.478, respectively. 
To test the mediating effect (H4), this study applies the 
procedure suggested by Hair et  al. (2017). Partial mediation 
meets two criteria: (1) emotional intelligence is significantly 
associated with both team cohesion and team effectiveness 
and (2) the mediating role of team cohesion in the relationship 
between construction project manager’s emotional intelligence 
and team effectiveness is significant, while the effect of 
emotional intelligence on project performance is significantly 
reduced. This paper tests the model that does not contain 
the mediating role of team cohesion and gets the direct 
path coefficient is 0.636 (p < 0.001). After adding the team 
cohesion as mediating variable, the path coefficient was 
reduced to 0.397 (p < 0.001). Therefore, the H4 was supported 
with the mediating path coefficient at 0.233, which indicates 
that construction project manager’s emotional intelligence 
could improve project team effectiveness by facilitating team 
cohesion. The moderating role of team duration on the 
relationship between construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence and team cohesion was not significant, with the 
path coefficient at −0.235 (p > 0.05). Therefore, the H5 was 
not supported.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Results Discussion
The Effect of Construction Project Manager’s 
Emotional Intelligence on Team Effectiveness
The positive direct relationship between construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence and team effectiveness shows 
consistency with existing studies to some extent, such as Zhu 
et  al. (2021), Maqbool et  al. (2017), and Rezvani et  al. (2016), 
which support a positive relationship between construction 
project manager’s emotional intelligence and project performance. 
Although the current study holds a team-level perspective 
instead of the project-level perspective as in former studies, 
the consistent result is reasonable since effective teams need 
to meet the performance requirements (Cohen et  al., 1996). 
For a construction project team, the project performance is 
readily seen as a team-level performance. Compared to existing 

TABLE 2 | Summary of reliability and validity analysis results.

Construct Outer 
loading

Cronbach’s α CR AVE

Emotional 
intelligence (EI)

0.702–0.858 0.704

Self-emotional 
appraisal (SEA)

0.708 0.867 0.767

Others’ 
emotional 
appraisal (OEA)

0.750 0.815 0.534

Use of 
emotions 
(UOE)

0.737 0.817 0.534

Regulation of 
emotions 
(ROE)

0.794 0.855 0.598

Team cohesion 0.795–0.830 0.836 0.879 0.551
Team 
effectiveness

0.764–0.883 0.914

Team 
performance

0.892 0.915 0.609

Team 
satisfaction

0.874 0.901 0.532
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studies, this team-level research is a further step since it reveals 
leader’s emotional intelligence not only contributes to the team’s 
performance aspect but also works as facilitation to achieving 
team effectiveness.

On the other hand, this paper also found that some 
scholars seem to hold an uncertain attitude toward 
construction project manager’s emotional intelligence. For 
example, Lindebaum and Cassell (2012) found that 
construction project managers avoided emotional intelligence 
under the male-dominated culture in the construction industry 
and concluded that emotions were unnecessary and 
inappropriate in United  Kingdom construction project 
workplaces. Lindebaum and Jordan (2012) also suggested 
that project managers’ emotional intelligence had been 
exaggerated in the project management field. Although this 
view comes from a minority compared to the mainstream 
views, it draws our attention since Chinese construction is 
also a historically male-dominated industry (Zhang and 
Zhao, 2015), and most employees in the industry are male 
(Swider, 2016). The Chinese construction industry has some 
similarities with the UK’s in male-dominated aspect, the 
findings of this study show some differences. The cultural 
differences can explain this inconsistency since compared 
to western culture, guanxi activities are deeply rooted in 
Chinese culture and play a vital part in Chinese organizations 
(Zhan et al., 2018). The guanxi culture indicates that everyone 
in Chinese society is born not as an individual but as some’s 
son or daughter, brother, or sister (Fan, 2010). In other 
words, the individual role is attached to his/her social status 
and position in a specific relationship. Compared to the 
western society where construction project managers may 
think avoiding emotion helps them keep professional 
(Lindebaum and Cassell, 2012), Chinese construction project 
managers’ leadership is embedded in their relationships where 
an individual’s status is defined, i.e., construction project 

managers refer to leaders in the team, and they naturally 
care about their guanxi with everyone on the team, driven 
by conventional relationalism. The implementation of guanxi 
activities was directly influenced by emotions (Barbalet, 
2018). The perceiving, using, understanding, and managing 
emotion abilities are essential that construction project 
managers naturally use to maintain their status and position 
in the project team. Therefore, the phenomenon of avoiding 
emotional intelligence by construction project managers 
theoretically does not adapt to China’s construction practice, 
and empirical result approves the contribution of construction 
project manager’s emotional intelligence. In addition, research 
time may be  another reason that causes the difference. The 
demonstration of Lindebaum and Cassell’s (2012) research 
was proposed 10 years ago, and Chinese construction project 
managers are becoming more familiar with emotional 
intelligence with the development of society. With the 
unexpected popularity of the book Emotional Intelligence 
written by Daniel Goleman, the emotional intelligence concept 
has become popular and has drawn wide attention in Chinese 
society in recent years. Therefore, although the inconsistency 
exists, this study treats the finding as supplementary to 
Lindebaum and Cassell’s (2012) research in a similar male-
dominated context and different guanxi cultures.

Team Cohesion: The Mediating Role in the 
Relationship Between Construction Project 
Manager’s Emotional Intelligence and Team 
Effectiveness
In terms of the direct influence, the construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence was found to be  positively 
related to team cohesion. This result supported the same findings 
of studies in different contexts, such as Rich et  al. (2016), 
Moore and Mamiseishvili (2012), and Fung (2014), and verified 
the crucial role of leader’s emotional intelligence in promoting 
team process in the construction project context. As mentioned 
before, emotionally intelligent leaders usually express emotions 
positively (Rezvani et al., 2018). The emotion contagion process 
from leader to followers can keep the team members excited 
toward the team vision and be  cohesive (Boyatzis and Soler, 
2012). Therefore, the author believes that our findings extend 
existing research to the construction project management field. 
The positive influence of team cohesion on team effectiveness 
is also approved, and this result is in line with the prevailing 

TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix.

Construct Mean SD 1 2 3 4

1. Project team 
duration

2.43 2.10

2. Emotional 
intelligence

4.08 0.26 −0.199* 0.720

3.Team cohesion 4.05 0.50 0.240** 0.256** 0.742
4.Team effectiveness 4.19 0.37 −0.310** 0.414** 0.592** 0.746

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
In addition, the square root of the AVE is shown on the diagonal highlighted in boldface.

TABLE 4 | Explanatory power from R square and predictive power from the Q 
square of the endogenous latent variables.

Variables R2 SSO SSE Q2 (=1-SSO/
SSE)

Team cohesion 0.280 936.000 812.430 0.132
Team 
effectiveness

0.563 2340.000 1835.410 0.216
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view (Philip et al., 2013). Compared to an ordinary organizational 
team, due to the project’s uniqueness and complexity, the 
challenging goal gives members an additional stimulus that 
inspires members a transcendent insistence on the power of 
the team (Leopoldo et  al., 2009). On this basis, team cohesion 
exists to promote the individual work harder and enhance the 
construction project team effectiveness. Chiocchio and Essiembre’s 
(2009) meta-analysis also reveals that project team cohesion 
yields a stronger relationship with team output than production 
team and service team. Therefore, our findings verify the 
adaption of classical team research in the construction 
project team.

The significance of the mediating role of team cohesion in 
the construction project manager’s emotional intelligence-team 
effectiveness relationship is a novel finding. Existing research 
suggests that team cohesion is a good mediating variable 
between leadership and team output, such as transformational 
leadership (Bass et al., 2003). However, studies that set leaders’ 
emotional intelligence as Inputs are still lacking. According to 
Salovey and Mayer (1990), behavioral manifestations of high 
emotional intelligence people are highly transformational; they 
include demonstrations of care and support, individualized 
consideration, empathy, and respect. Implementing 
transformational-natural behaviors could help project managers 
create a collaborative atmosphere and promote team cohesiveness 
(Iqbal et al., 2019). Therefore, the similar mediating role of 
team cohesion in the relationship between leaders’ emotional 
intelligence and team effectiveness and the relationship between 
transformational leadership and team effectiveness is reasonable.

The Moderating Role of Project Team Duration
Result reveals a non-significant negative influence of the team 
duration on the relationship between construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence and team cohesion. This implies 
that construction project manager’s emotional intelligence on 
team cohesion remains relatively stable. Considering the influence 
of team development, this paper tries to modify the hypothesis 
model. According to the Input-Process-Output model, the 
improvement of the influence from input to process originates 
from the feedback from process (team cohesion in the current 
study) to input (construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence in the current study; Mathieu et  al., 2008), and 
this feedback is a time-consuming process. This feedback also 
exists from the output (team effectiveness in the current study) 
to subsequent process, further improving the influence from 

process to output (Mathieu et  al., 2008). Besides, the time 
development theory suggested that the feedback influence on 
subsequent input would likely be  less potent than the influence 
on process (Ilgen et  al., 2005). Therefore, it is reasonable to 
explore the moderating role of team duration on the relationship 
between team cohesion (process) and team effectiveness 
(outcome). Using the PLS-SEM, this study found that the 
positive moderating effect of team duration on the relationship 
between team cohesion and team effectiveness is significant, 
with the path coefficient at 0.177 (p = 0.006). This result implies 
that as the project team matures and develops, team cohesion 
on effectiveness improves. Team theory suggests that when a 
team enters norming and performing stage, team members 
accept rules and norms of behavior and relate more deeply 
to each other and the group’s purpose and task (Tuckman, 
1965). Team members in a mature team shift their focus from 
solving interpersonal relationships to project tasks and achieve 
flexibility and well-functioning individually (Senaratne and 
Hapuarachchi, 2009). At this developing stage, team cohesion 
could help team members keep energy and focus on the task 
and make consensus decisions. Therefore, team cohesion yields 
a stronger relationship with team effectiveness when team 
duration is high. After running the modified model, the path 
coefficient between variables changed slightly, and the significance 
of H1-H4 was not influenced. The test results of the modified 
model are given in Figure  3.

Theoretically Implications
The current study developed and tested a model based on the 
Input-Process-Output framework to explore how the construction 
project manager’s emotional intelligence affects team effectiveness 
through team cohesion in different team development stages. 
This study has several implications for the project management 
field. First, the current study shifts the perspective from the 
project level to the team level and uses team theory and the 
Input-Process-Output model to explore the influence of 
construction project manager’s emotional intelligence. The 
current study believes that is a novel perspective since although 
the call for paying attention to the project team has existed 
for several years (Scott-Young and Samson, 2008; Azmy, 2015), 
few have investigated the influence of construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence at the team level. Researchers 
have expended much effort exploring a project manager’s impact 
on a project (Pheng and Chuan, 2006; Davis, 2011; Jalocha 
et al., 2013) while achieving team effectiveness not only requires 

TABLE 5 | Hypotheses testing results.

Hypothesis Path coefficient T statistics Values of p Hypothesis validation

H1 EI → TE 0.397 8.045 *** Supported
H2 EI → TC 0.492 6.626 *** Supported
H3 TC → TE 0.478 10.886 *** Supported
H4 EI → TC → TE 0.233 5.911 *** Supported
H5 EI*PTD → TC −0.235 7.504 0.451 Rejected

EI, emotional intelligence; TC, team cohesion; TE, team effectiveness; and PTD, project team duration. ***p < 0.001.
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good project performance but also need to satisfy team members 
(Chowdhury, 2005; Mathieu et  al., 2008). As academics and 
practitioners have gradually recognized that the “people” factor 
plays a crucial role in almost any type of project (Dillon and 
Taylor, 2015), the need to heighten the role of the team is 
improving. This study extends existing boundaries for integrating 
the Input-Process-Output model into leaders’ emotional 
intelligence research and approves the positive role of construction 
project managers’ emotional intelligence. In other words, although 
the influence of construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence exists conflict to some extent, as mentioned before, 
this paper argues that construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence works in a positive way, at least at the team level.

Second, this study explored how project cohesion mediates 
the relationship between construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence and team effectiveness. The impact of team cohesion 
on team outcomes is widely recognized in organizational (Edun, 
2015) and project context (Fung, 2014). The current extends 
the understanding of construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence and project team interactions and confirms the 
impact of team cohesion on project team effectiveness. At the 
same time, although some studies have explored the mediating 
mechanism of construction project manager’s emotional 
intelligence on team output, they paid attention to construction 
project manager’s behaviors or attitude (Rezvani et  al., 2018; 
Zhang et  al., 2018) or external factors, such as stakeholder 
relationship (Montenegro et  al., 2021) or team member’s 
individual attitude (Zhu et  al., 2021), rather than team-level 
process, such as team cohesion. Therefore, this study answers 
the calls for exploring variables that potentially mediate the 
emotional intelligence-project team outcome relationship (Müller 
and Jugdev, 2012; Azmy, 2015; Zhu et  al., 2021) and broaden 
a new vision to explain the influence of construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence on team output.

Thirdly, this research is the first one that provides a more 
detailed understanding of the role of “time” in the influence 
process from team cohesion to effectiveness in the construction 
project team. Although the team development theory has been 
used in construction project research to explore team interactions 
(Senaratne and Hapuarachchi, 2009; Senaratne and Samaraweera, 
2015), quantitative research is lacking. This research made an 

effort to combine the construction project team with the existing 
team theory and elaborated on the different stages of the team 
process, i.e., from input to process and from process to output. 
The “time” factor plays a different role in different stages. 
Specifically, project team duration moderates the team cohesion-
effectiveness relationship while failing to moderate the 
construction project manager’s emotional intelligence -team 
cohesion relationship. This result reveals that the “time” factor 
may work more effectively in the process to output procedure 
than the input to process procedure. The author believes that 
this is an explorative result.

Practice Implications
According to the research results, this paper has several 
implications for the construction project practice. Firstly, since 
this study supports a positive relationship between construction 
project manager’s emotional intelligence and team effectiveness, 
it is necessary for construction companies and construction 
project manager groups to pay more attention to construction 
project manager’s emotional intelligence. Although some scholars 
argued that it is challenging to improve project performance 
by training project managers’ emotional intelligence (Lindebaum 
and Cassell, 2012), this research provides a theoretical basis 
for Chinese construction enterprises to conduct professional 
emotional intelligence training, since leader’s emotional 
intelligence contributes to both performance and team member’s 
satisfaction aspects. Generally speaking, leadership training in 
Chinese construction companies has been extensive (Jie, 2019); 
however, corporate emotional intelligence training that solid, 
evidence-based guidance for assessing and training emotional 
skills in organizations remains scarce (Lopes, 2016). Practical 
emotional intelligence training to improve construction project 
manager’s emotional intelligence level exerts lasting and long-
term effects to project team members. Therefore, this study 
argues that construction enterprises should establish special 
emotional intelligence training close to project site management 
for construction project managers. Secondly, the human resources 
department could set an emotional intelligence test section 
for construction project manager recruitment except for 
emotional intelligence training. Compared to the training, this 
may be  easier when company cost is considered.

FIGURE 3 | Test results of the final model. **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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On the other hand, the construction project manager group 
should pay attention to his/her own emotions and emotional 
intelligence. In the Chinese context, the “emotional intelligence” 
concept has broad public recognition, often making it far from 
the academic field and causing difficulties for project managers 
to recognize the significance of emotional intelligence in leading 
and management. As such, construction project managers need 
to enhance their self-awareness of emotional intelligence since 
this leadership could effectively promote both team process 
and team output. The ability emotional intelligence school 
believes that emotional intelligence could be  developed with 
the increase of experience (Davis, 2011), which lays the foundation 
for construction project managers to increase emotional 
intelligence level consciously by learning or self-promotion. 
Besides, team cohesion is a practical path for construction 
project managers to use emotional intelligence toward achieving 
effectiveness. As the influence of team cohesion on team 
effectiveness increase with team development, construction 
project managers need to pay more attention to the early stage 
of the project team. The basis of this recommendation is as: 
as teams mature and develop, team cohesion could affect team 
effectiveness dependently better than a newly formed team; 
and if the construction project manager wants to create 
effectiveness at the beginning of the team, they need to make 
more effort. As we  know, project team members have different 
characteristics and skills. There exists a tough time for 
construction project manager to unify the whole team. Our 
findings suggest that it is better for construction project managers 
to build team cohesion as soon as possible to help team 
cohesion works for team effectiveness.

Limitations and Further Research
Despite its theoretical and practical contributions, this study 
has certain limitations. First, although this paper explained 
the reason for choosing the ability emotional intelligence model, 
considering the difference between ability emotional intelligence 

and mixed emotional intelligence, there may be different results 
when the mixed model was adopted. Future research could 
explore more emotional intelligence frameworks, such as the 
non-cognitive model (Bar-on, 2006), competency-based model 
(Goleman, 1998), and the trait model (Petrides and Furnham, 
2006), and compare the result with this study. Further, considering 
the accessibility of team data, this study only collected responses 
from 156 leader-member dyads. Although the PLS method 
was adopted for a small sample size, a larger sample is needed 
for future research. Last but not least, the team theory offers 
many other team-level process variables for project researchers, 
such as team confidence, empowerment, climate, collective 
cognition, and shared mental model (Mathieu et  al., 2008). 
This article argues that more mediating mechanisms could 
be  tested for future research.
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Digitalization and advanced technologies are replacing human jobs. Around the
world, many people have lost their jobs due to increasing digitalization. Similarly,
Chinese expatriates associated with the manufacturing sector in emerging countries
such as Vietnam face similar challenges. Therefore, Chinese expatriates need to
bring competitiveness in their competencies. This competitiveness brings sustainability
to their career. The aim of this study is to investigate the impact of career
competencies on career sustainability. Moreover, we test the mediating effect of lifelong
learning in the relationship between career competencies and career sustainability.
A questionnaire survey approach was used in this study. The target population was
the Chinese expatriate managers working at China-invested manufacturing multinational
organizations in Vietnam. To estimate the proposed relationships, we use structural
equation modeling. The results are confirmed that in the direct relationship career
competence has a positive impact on career sustainability. The findings of this study
also indicate that career competencies have a positive impact on lifelong learning.
Furthermore, outcomes confirmed that lifelong learning has a positive impact on career
sustainability. Similarly, results are also confirmed that lifelong learning is positively
mediating between career competencies and career sustainability. Therefore, the
empirical results of this article identify that lifelong learning has a critical impact on
sustainable careers. Specifically, this study is useful for mid-level managers who are
associated with multinational organizations. At the end of this article, we also explained
the practical implications, limitations, and future research directions.

Keywords: career sustainability, lifelong learning, expatriate, mid-level managers, career competencies

INTRODUCTION

The mobility of human resources is increasing day by day, and we cannot avoid the impact of
globalization. If we make inroads overseas, it becomes essential to secure local human resources, but
it is common for employees to work as expatriates to advance their careers. Moreover, multinational
organizations incorporate global standards, keeping in mind the high mobility of the labor market.
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Similarly, Chinese MNCs are identified as the powerful emerging
drivers of global economic growth (Rui et al., 2017; Song
et al., 2021). Following this trend, more and more Chinese
workers have been expatriated to operate factories in less-
developed yet populous Southeast Asian countries such as
Vietnam, Malaysia, Cambodia, and Myanmar. According to
the transaction theory, assigning expatriates is the significant
governance approach for MNCs to reduce the transactional
costs of managing local employee managers in the host country
(Tan and Mahoney, 2006). It is observed that most of the
Chinese expatriates working in Vietnam are mid-level managers.
Prior studies indicate that expatriate managers have gradually
developed career competencies in the host countries (Chin and
Rowley, 2018). However, many workers and employees associated
with the MNCs are worldwide lost their jobs due to increasing
digitalization (Chin et al., 2021b). Similarly, Chinese expatriates
associated with the manufacturing sector organizations face such
a challenge. Specifically, Artificial Intelligence (AI) is widely
used in emerging countries. Some emerging countries performed
the basic AI that affects job demands. Similarly, some counties
used advanced technologies in the organizations to enhance
competitiveness of the manager’s competencies (Chin and Liu,
2015; Chin et al., 2019a). So, the advanced competencies boost
career sustainability. However, the career sustainability of mid-
level expatriate managers decreases day by day. Previous studies
demonstrate that advanced skills and competitive competencies
enhance career sustainability (Chin et al., 2019b, 2021a).

In this regard, the overall job demands-resources relationship
is a matter of great concern (Bakker and Demerouti, 2014).
Digitalization in manufacturing organizations increases the job
demands. Therefore, mid-level managers need to learn more
knowledge and skills as critical resources to meet the high job
demands. The high demands of the job indicate the importance
of lifelong learning. Hence, the managers need to upgrade
their competencies to meet the high job demand. There is
a lot of evidence from prior studies that show a significant
relationship between career competencies and lifelong learning
(Akkermans and Tims, 2017; Blokker et al., 2019). However,
competencies have a positive association with lifelong learning,
which also positively affects career sustainability (Billett, 2010;
Heslin et al., 2020). This kind of research has not been conducted
in previous studies. Previous studies have only focused on career
competencies and career sustainability and have ignored lifelong
learning. Therefore, this is the first study in which we test the
combined effect of career competencies, lifelong learning, and
career sustainability, especially considering lifelong learning as
a mediating variable. Therefore, the purpose of our research
is to address the research gap by empirically investigating the
mechanisms among career competencies, career sustainability,
and lifelong learning of Chinese expatriate managers working
in Vietnam. The novel contribution of this study is to test the
mediating effect of lifelong learning between career competencies
and career sustainability. Hence, based on the above discussion,
we generate the below-mentioned three research questions
(RQs):

RQ1: How do career competencies influence career
sustainability?

RQ2: How does lifelong learning mediate between career
competencies and career sustainability?

Hypotheses Development
According to Akkermans et al. (2013, p. 246), career
competencies are defined as “the knowledge, skills, and
abilities central to career development, which can be influenced
and developed by the individual.” Moreover, they suggest
that most recognized career competencies include three
dimensions: reflective career competencies, communicative
career competencies, and behavioral career competencies. Chin
et al. (2021a) adopted an interactional perspective, proposing
that career sustainability involves both a property of careers
and a property of the people embedded in those careers. Their
scale has four dimensions: flexibility, which refers to a flexible,
adaptable attitude toward continuous learning; renewability,
which characterizes the extent to which careers offer the
opportunity for individuals to reassess their competencies;
integrative, which reflects the extent to which individuals absorb
disparate knowledge that they have acquired; resourcefulness,
which characterizes the importance of seeking and leveraging
resources to ensure employability.

Professional psychology defines lifelong learning as a
sustainable process that supports individuals to acquire values,
knowledge, and skills across their occupational lifetime and
use them efficiently in the working environment (Lichtenberg
and Goodyear’s, 2012, p. 3). According to the definitions made
by Kirby et al. (2010), lifelong learning consists of behavioral
and capability components characterized by five dimensions:
goal setting, application of knowledge and skill, self-direction
and evaluation, locating information, and adaptable learning
strategies. According to the career construction theory (CCT)
(Savickas, 2005; Savickas and Porfeli, 2012), career development
can be seen as a constantly adapting process of individuals to the
changing work environment, whereby individuals can achieve
sustainability in work and life. The CCT theory has been widely
used in career competencies studies because it largely echoes the
core of the JD-R framework. The employees often use their career
competencies as critical resources to tackle the intensifying job
demands, and for constructing their careers successfully and
smoothly in a context riddled with uncertainties (Rudolph et al.,
2019).

Previous studies indicate that career competencies positively
and significantly impact career sustainability (Chin et al.,
2019a; Ren et al., 2020). Prior studies also showed that career
competencies could be regarded as valuable personal resources
that help workers at different levels acquire lifelong employability
(Wittekind et al., 2010; De Vos et al., 2011; Akkermans
et al., 2013). Extending the arguments above, we further argue
that during the transformation of technology in emerging
countries, Chinese expatriate managers play a critical role. These
managers also learn and transfer technological-oriented skills and
capabilities among the host organizations (Iqbal et al., 2021).
Specifically, the Chinese expatriate managers associated with the
manufacturing organizations in Vietnam also successfully deliver
technical and technological skills, and learn new skills to bring
sustainability to their careers. Thus, the positive relationship
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of career competencies with career sustainability and lifelong
learning is depicted in the following hypothesis.

H1: Career competencies of Chinese expatriate managers
positively impact their career sustainability.
H2: Career competencies of Chinese expatriate managers
positively impact their lifelong learning.

As discussed above, the CCT highlights the importance of
lifelong learning in developing and sustaining careers in terms
of adapting to the constantly changing work environment
and turbulent job markets. Individuals with well-established
career competencies can efficiently control career-related lifelong
learning (Forrier and Sels, 2003; Kuijpers et al., 2006; Bridgstock,
2009). Following this logic, as the Chinese expatriate managers
in Vietnam are concerned, the positive outcome of lifelong
learning, including renewed professional knowledge and skills,
may offer them competitive adaptability to sustain their careers.
In other words, lifelong learning can be deemed as a career
strategy for those Chinese managers to realize the goal of person-
environment integration. The above discussion also proves that
lifelong learning positively and significant impact on the career
sustainability of individuals. Hence, the above relationship is
shown in the following hypothesis.

H3: The lifelong learning behavior of Chinese expatriate
managers positively impact on career sustainability.

Previously, few studies have examined the relationship
between career competencies and career sustainability using
lifelong learning behavior as a mediating variable. Similarly,
some studies suggest that lifelong learning enchases career
sustainability and some researchers demonstrate in their studies
that career competencies bring lifelong learning behavior among
the workers (Fleisher et al., 1996; Parker et al., 2009). In the
current situation of COVID-19, organizations are facing serious
challenges that also affect individuals’ career competencies,
career sustainability, and lifelong learning behaviors (Ren et al.,
2020). As discussed above, the literature highlights that lifelong
learning positively and significantly mediates between career
competencies and career sustainability. In addition, Figure 1
presents a comprehensive research framework of this research.
In this spirit, we also hypothesized the following.

H4: The lifelong learning behavior of Chinese expatriate
managers positively mediates between the relationship of
career competencies and career sustainability.

METHODS

Research Approach
In this study, we used the online survey as the research approach,
because it is common and broad level data can collect from
the target population. Moreover, the data collection cost is
relatively low as compared to other methods (Wang et al., 2021;
Rasool et al., 2021a). In this study, first, we design the research
questionnaire to collect the data.

Instrument Designing
In this study, first, we designed a questionnaire for data
collection, and the constructed hypotheses provided the base.
To ensure the understanding of the questions, the survey was
conducted in the Chinese language while the wordings of the
questionnaire was adapted to fit the Chinese context. To enhance
methodological rigor, we also used the back-translation method
to ensure the accuracy of the items translated. Content validity
was an essential concern in our questionnaire design (Hinkin,
1995). Therefore, to resolve this issue, we conduct a pilot
study of the instrument. The pilot study respondents were six
academic researchers and professors (three Ph.D. students, two
associate professors, and one full professor). These researchers
and professors were aware of the topic of the study. Similarly,
we selected three practitioners (one HR manager in MNCs,
one general manager in MNCs, and one mid-level manager)
as the pilot study respondents. These respondents suggest
some modifications to the research instrument. Therefore, after
carefully revising the instrument, we were finalized 30 items for
the instrument. Finally, we distributed the research instrument
among the target population for data collection.

Variables Measurements
In this study, we used career competencies as an independent
variable and career sustainability as the dependent variable.
Moreover, we used lifelong learning as a mediating variable.
The independent variable career competencies were measured
with the scale developed by Akkermans et al. (2013). All the
career competencies items were measured using the six-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree). The
same scale has been widely used in the field of management.
Sample items were: “I know what I like in my work,” “I am
aware of my talents in my work,” and “I know how to search for
developments in my area of work.” The findings of this article
demonstrate that the alpha value of career competencies is 0.938.
The acceptable standard value of alpha is 0.70 or higher (Rasool
et al., 2021b). Therefore, the items we were used in this study were
reliable and valid.

The dependent variable career sustainability was measured
with the scale developed by Chin et al. (2021a). Items of the
scale have been adopted and modified. All the items of career
sustainability were measured using the six-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree). Sample items include
“My career allows me to continuously learn new things,” “My
career enables me to critically evaluate information obtained
from different sources,” and “My career makes me feel happy
because I use my resources well.” The outcomes of this research
point that the alpha value of career sustainability is 0.894, which
is up to the acceptable standard. Therefore, the items of career
sustainability were reliable and valid.

The mediating variable, lifelong learning, was measured by
Kirby et al. (2010). All the items of lifelong learning were
measured using the six-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree
to 6 = strongly agree). Sample items include “I can deal with the
unexpected and solve problems as they arise,” “When I approach
new material, I try to relate it to what I already know,” and “I
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FIGURE 1 | The research framework.

prefer to have others plan my learning.” The results of this study
indicate that the alpha value of lifelong learning is 0.879, which is
up to the acceptable standard. Therefore, the items we were used
in this study were reliable and valid.

Sample and Data Collection
Before the formal survey, we executed in-depth interviews with
seven Chinese expatriate managers who have more than 7 years
of experience working in Vietnam to ensure the properness
and clearness of our hypotheses and measures. Their feedback
showed that our assumptions were logical and compatible with
reality. The formal survey was conducted online from June
to September 2021. In this study, the Business Association of
China in Vietnam1 supported us to collect data. The survey
participants were Chinese expatriate managers working at China-
invested manufacturing MNCs in Vietnam. The instrument of
this study was posted on a survey website, WJX.2 This website
is a widely accepted professional online survey service in China.
When conducting the formal online survey, we explained the
confidentiality of the survey process. None of the questions
involved confidential information, and all the respondents were
voluntary. Finally, after excluding 32 invalid questionnaires, we
obtained 230 usable data.

Demographics
The survey respondents were Chinese expatriate managers
from China-invested manufacturing MNCs in Vietnam. Of
the respondents’ participants, 62.17% were female and 37.83%
male; about 80% were under 40 years old; 54.78% were
married, and 45.22% were unmarried. Moreover, 13.91% had
masters’ degrees, 59.57% had bachelors’ degrees, and 26.52%
had an associated degree or below. The participants were
from diversified manufacturing sectors: 21.3% from light the
textile industry, 12.17% from the auto parts manufacturing,
5,65% from the machinery industry, 20.87% from the electronic
manufacturing, 12.17% from automation industry, and 32.17%
from original equipment manufacturing. Moreover, about 73%
of participants had worked in Vietnam for 3 years or above.
Additionally, nearly 56.9% of the MNCs where managers worked

1http://www.vietchina.org/
2https://www.wjx.cn

had less than 500 employees, and most of these MNCs are located
in the north of Vietnam (45.2%).

RESULTS

In this study, to test the direct and indirect relationships,
we employed structural equation modeling (SEM) using the
SPSS and Smart PLS 3.0. We adopted Smart PLS structural
equation modeling. The application of the SEM in this study
has the following two advantages. First, the reason is the
structural model is complex and contains a series of dependent
relationships (Ringle et al., 2015). Second, the attitude, behavior,
and other variables cannot be simply measured with a single
item, and certain errors exist. At the same time, the SEM
can allow independent and dependent variables to contain
measurement errors.

Common Method Variance
Given our research used self-reported data, we adopted
the single-factor approach to test common method variance
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). Exploratory factor analysis indicated that
the first factor explained only 34.145% of the variance, which
was lower than the 50% threshold. Therefore, we argued that no
significant common method variance existed as the value was
within the acceptable range.

Reliability and Validity
We used Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR) to
examine the reliability. As illustrated in Table 1, Cronbach’s
α values for each dimension ranged from 0.879 to 0.938
(CC, respectively), and CR ranged from 0.904 to 0.946 (CC,
respectively). Furthermore, rho_A, a new indicator coefficient
introduced in the Smart PLS3.0, was evaluated to rectify the
estimate of the measured structure, which ranged from 0.885
to 0.939 (CC, respectively) was well above the recommended
threshold of 0.7. These results indicated that the internal
consistency of our measurement was at a satisfactory level
(Hair et al., 2017).

Convergent validity can be examined by checking whether
the factor loadings of all items were above 0.6 and the average
variance extracted (AVE) values were higher than 0.5 (Hair
et al., 2017). As shown in Table 1, the factor loadings of
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TABLE 1 | Confirmatory factor analysis.

Construct Items Factor loading A rho_A CR AVE VIF

LL LL1 0.714 0.879 0.885 0.904 0.543 1.446

LL2 0.667

LL3 0.748

LL4 0.664

LL5 0.677

IL6 0.809

LL7 0.812

LL8 0.785

CS CS1 0.713 0.894 0.895 0.913 0.512 DV

CS2 0.708

CS3 0.745

CS4 0.719

CS5 0.727

CS6 0.745

CS7 0.718

CS8 0.697

CS9 0.731

CS10 0.651

CC CC1 0.700 0.938 0.939 0.946 0.595 1.000

CC2 0.681

CC3 0.743

CC4 0.722

CC5 0.766

CC6 0.715

CC7 0.689

CC8 0.718

CC9 0.690

CC10 0.706

CC11 0.703

CC12 0.721

LL, lifelong learning; CC, career competencies; CS, career sustainability.

TABLE 2 | Discriminant validity analysis (Fornell and Larcker).

Construct Lifelong
learning

Career
sustainability

Career
competencies

LL 0.737

CS 0.550 0.716

CC 0.555 0.702 0.713

LL, lifelong learning; CC, career competencies; CS, career sustainability.

all items ranged from 0.651 to 0.812 (CC, respectively), and
AVE ranged from 0.512 to 0.595 (CC, respectively). Therefore,
our measurement model had an acceptable convergent validity.
Moreover, according to Table 1, the variance inflation factor
(VIF) values were below 5, indicating no collinearity problems.

In terms of the evaluation of discriminant validity, we referred
to the threshold proposed by Fornell and Larcker (1981). The
statistics showed that all square roots of the AVE values were
larger than the correlation coefficients. The discriminant validity
of our measures was confirmed. Results are shown in Table 2.

Structural Model and Results Analysis
To test the hypotheses, the bootstrap resampling method in
SmartPLS was used to evaluate the PLS results, and the responses
were resampled 5,000 times (Hair et al., 2017). Table 3 presents

the results. The overall R2 value was 0.526, indicating that the
overall research model accounted for 52.6% of the variance in
career sustainability and thus has good explanatory power. The
empirical findings supported hypotheses H1, H2, H3, and H4.
The results suggested that career competencies are positively
related to career sustainability (H1, β = 0.574. p < 0.01); career
competencies was significantly related to lifelong learning (H2,
β = 0.555, p < 0.01); lifelong learning was significantly related
to career sustainability (H3,β = 0.232, p < 0.01). The mediating
assumption that lifelong learning mediates the relationship
between career competencies and career sustainability was
verified (H4, β = 0.129, p < 0.001). Figure 2 presents PLS results
of the research model.

DISCUSSION

Prior studies indicate that career competencies on career
sustainability have attracted the attention of many researchers.
Previously, such kind of studies were conducted in advanced
nations. This is the first study to be conducted in a
developing nation like Vietnam. Moreover, it is also the
first study to be conducted among the Chinese expatriate
managers working at China-invested manufacturing MNCs
in Vietnam.

In this article, our results support the linkages among
career competencies, lifelong learning, and career sustainability.
First, the outcomes of this study indicate that in the direct
relationship, career competencies significantly influence career
sustainability, which supports H1. A large-scale survey was
conducted by Rasool et al. (2019) in the Chinese banking
sector, and the findings of their study also support our results.
Second, our results also confirmed that career competencies
positively and significantly correlate with lifelong learning, which
supports H2. Zhou et al. (2021) conducted a study in Chinese
small and medium-sized organizations. The outcomes of their
study also indicate that career competencies positively impact
lifelong learning. Third, the findings of this study confirmed
that lifelong learning is significantly and positively associated
with career sustainability, which supports our intuition drafted
in H3. The results of Samma et al. (2020) also support
the outcomes of our study. Fourth, the outcome of this
study also testifies the mediating effect of lifelong learning
in the relationship between career competencies and career
sustainability. Therefore, the results confirmed that lifelong
learning has positively mediated career competencies and career
sustainability, supporting H4.

TABLE 3 | Serial mediation results.

Hypothesis Effect T-value p-Value Result

H1: CC → CS 0.574 9.589 0.001 Significant

H2: CC → LL 0.555 9.484 0.001 Significant

H3: LL → CS 0.232 3.653 0.001 Significant

H4: CC → LL → CS 0.129 3.294 0.001 Significant

LL, lifelong learning; CC, career competencies; CS, career sustainability.
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FIGURE 2 | PLS results outcomes. ***t = 1.96.

Theoretical Implications
The above-mentioned outcomes have three main useful
theoretical implications for researchers and academicians. First,
this study enriches the existing literature on sustainable careers
by addressing the critical role of lifelong learning through
empirical evidence. Previously, most of the research has been
conducted from the perspective of “education” instead of
“learning.” For instance, some studies defined “lifelong learning”
as having the same meaning as “continual education” (Aspin,
2004). Recently, some researchers have focused on the learning
perspective, but these studies have been mainly limited to the
lifelong learning mindset (Drewery et al., 2020). However,
according to the current literature, lifelong learning involves
not only a learning mindset but also learning behaviors and
capabilities (Hojat et al., 2006). Our research partly fills this gap
by positioning lifelong learning as a whole concept, including
motivation, ability, and activity where career sustainability is
concerned. Second, the current research probes how career
competencies enhance career sustainability using lifelong
learning as a mediator. This is the first study to be conducted in
the Chinese manufacturing industry in Vietnam. Therefore, our
findings add value to the cross-cultural working environment.
Specifically, to transform the digitalization by the Chinese
expatriate managers from a theoretical perspective, previous
studies related to this topic were mainly investigated in Western
contexts, although recently there has been an increasing volume
of research in the Chinese context (Chin et al., 2019a; Ren
et al., 2020; Rasool et al., 2021b), there is still a limited range of
literature related to developing nations. Therefore, our findings
have enriched related research in the cross-cultural setting
in developing nations by extending the study scope of career
sustainability to the Sino-Vietnamese context.

Practical Implications
From the perspective of sustainable development of MNCs under
the Industry 4.0 revolution, our study suggests some useful
implications for the expatriates of the manufacturing industry.
Specifically, this study is useful for the mid-level managers
who are associated with multinational organizations. Therefore,
this study suggests that the mid-level managers who engage in
transforming the technologies of multinational organizations
need to create a supportive workplace environment.
Furthermore, the working environment of expatriates may

get more complex due to the cultural differences in the host
country. Therefore, this study suggests that the managers need to
adopt the local culture of the organizations. From the perspective
of international human resource management, our findings
suggested that the career competencies of expatriates had a
strong impact on their career sustainability in this cross-cultural
context. Based on the findings, managers with stronger career
competencies, particularly intercultural competencies, should
have the prior choice to be expatriated by the MNCs.

Limitations and Future Research
Our study has given very useful outcomes. Specifically, during
COVID-19 it was a big challenge for Chinese expatriates
to transform the digitalization in the Vietnam organizations.
However, this study had certain limitations. First, the sample size
was small. A larger sample size will provide a more diversified
sample that ought to be used to test the proposed model in
future research for a further extension of the validity of the
end results. Second, in this study, we collected data through a
self-administrated survey from the Chinese expatriate managers,
which may bias the results. Therefore, in the future researchers
may conduct research to collect data from direct colleagues,
supervisors, or other related stakeholders. Third, in this study,
there is no support of any theory. Therefore, future research
may also enlarge the present framework by merging resource-
based view theory or other performance-based theories. Lastly,
most of the lifelong learning measurements were developed in the
educational field with students as samples so that the validity of
scales applied in our study is limited. Therefore, it is significant to
develop valid and reliable lifelong learning measurements under
the international workplace context in future discussion.
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Employee creativity is fast becoming a part and parcel in the wake of the increasing 
volatility of the employment market and the complexity of job demands. Drawing from 
the actor-context interactionist theoretical approach and career construction theory, this 
paper adds to current research by exploring the serial mediating effect of job crafting (JC) 
and career adaptability (CA) in the impact of human resource management strength 
(HRMS) on employee creativity. Furthermore, we suggest that proactive personality 
interacts with HRMS to jointly influence creativity. Survey data from samples of 297  
(Study 1) and 390 (Study 2) employees largely confirm our model. Our findings show that 
HRMS positively impacts employee creativity via serial mediation of job crafting and career 
adaptability, and proactive personality negatively moderates the process. The paper 
confirms and expands the interactionist theoretical perspective of creativity, highlights the 
significance of integration of contextual factors, individual characteristics, and career 
construction, and makes certain practical sense.

Keywords: human resource management strength, job crafting, career adaptability, proactive personality, 
creativity

INTRODUCTION

Employee creativity has become a significant factor impacting organizational efficiency and 
sustainable competitive advantages. To this end, organizations highlight factors that are 
likely to boost individual creativity by putting at their disposal appropriate systems (Moussa 
and El Arbi, 2020). In a similar vein, an increasing amount of research started focusing 
on determining how general contextual factors inspire or inhibit employee creativity, and 
how different perceivers respond to context (Zhou et  al., 2017). From the perspective of 
context-centered approach (Zhou and Hoever, 2014), employee creativity highly depends 
on organizational contexts, such as leadership supervision (Liu et  al., 2012), leadership 
style (Gong et  al., 2009), and the value and culture of uncertainty avoidance and justice 
(Shalley and Gilson, 2004). Since individuals first appraise features of HR system as positive, 
neutral, or stressful at work (Johnston, 2018), HR practices (i.e., selection, training, evaluation, 
and rewards; Shalley and Gilson, 2004; Yasir and Majid, 2020) are crucial at fostering 
innovation processes in companies by influencing creativity (Acosta-Prado et  al., 2020). 
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model. HRMS, human resource management; JC, job crafting; and CA, career adaptability.

Zhang et al. Be in Your Element

Although scholars have emphasized different characteristics 
(Shalley and Gilson, 2004) and outcomes (Yasir and Majid, 
2020) while describing HRM systems, the most significant 
characteristic is human resource management strength (HRMS; 
that is distinctiveness, consensus, and consistency of HR 
practices), and the most exciting outcome is at the individual 
level, i.e., employee creativity. However, research on the 
potential influence of HRM systems on employee creativity 
is limited (Rehman et  al., 2019).

Human resource management systems are crucial but not 
sufficient to affect employee creativity directly, there is a 
need to understand the internal mechanism that might 
be  involved in this relationship (Yasir and Majid, 2020). 
Creativity is also the function of the interplay between multiple 
actor-level variables, as well as creativity-related behaviors 
(Zhou and Hoever, 2014). Additionally, the current paper 
pays more attention to the ability and resource of career 
construction, namely career adaptability (CA). CA is self-
regulation strength or capacity (Savickas and Porfeli, 2012), 
guiding individuals to prepare and replenish resources for 
coping with current and imminent vocational development 
tasks, occupational transitions, and personal traumas (Savickas, 
1997, 2005; Creed et  al., 2009; Johnston, 2018), to achieve 
the goal of person-environment integration in the career 
transition (Savickas and Porfeli, 2012; Pan et  al., 2018). CA 
is a malleable resource (Akkermans et  al., 2020) and is 
developed through various personal experiences (Savickas, 
2013) and behaviors (Guan and Frenkel, 2018; Chen et  al., 
2020), such as career exploration (Cai et  al., 2015; Guan 
et  al., 2015; Li et  al., 2021), training activities, and other 
activities designed to help one update existing knowledge 
and better adapt to changing environments [i.e., job crafting 
(JC); Mei et  al., 2021]. JC is a bottom-up and repetitive 
work redesign process, which is perceived as an important 
factor in overcoming the uncertain and rapidly changing 
work environment and provoking CA (Woo, 2020). It entails 
approaching and avoiding the needs of job resources and 
roles to avoid situational threats, as well as actively seeking 
and acquiring resources to expand work content or roles 
(Bruning and Campion, 2018). However, not much work 
has been done to examine the effects of behaviors on career 
adaptability (Guan et  al., 2015).

Apart from the ability of career construction, individuals 
differ in their willingness or readiness to affect change (Savickas 
and Porfeli, 2012). Intrinsic motivation and creative personalities 
(Zhou, 2003) also prove to be factors with a significant effect 
on creativity (Moussa and El Arbi, 2020). Proactive personality 
reflects one’s intrinsic dispositional behavioral tendency and 
action orientation to effectively achieve personal goals (Cai 
et  al., 2015) and urges individuals to scan for opportunities, 
show initiative, take action, and persevere until they reach 
closure by bringing about change (Bateman and Crant, 1993). 
Nonetheless, it is not clear whether and how proactive personality 
may contribute to creativity in the context of uncertainty (Yi-
Feng Chen et  al., 2021).

In summary, the main issues addressed in this paper are 
(a) the impact of HRMS on employee creativity, as well as 
the serial mediation of JC and CA in the process, (b) the 
moderating role of proactive personality in the process of 
HRMS influencing employee creativity through JC and 
CA. We  do so by examining through which mechanisms 
(Study 1) and under which conditions (Study 2) HRMS are 
related to creativity. An overview of our theoretical model 
can be  found in Figure  1.

This paper makes several contributions to the literature. 
First, under the condition of fierce competition, environmental 
uncertainty, and instability, the current paper focuses on 
employee creativity, confirms the actor-context interactionist 
theoretical perspective, and expands the antecedents of 
creativity, namely behaviors and abilities. Second, we  discuss 
employee creativity from the perspective of career construction, 
synthesize adapting strategy (JC) and adaptability (CA) 
simultaneously and provide an exhaustive perspective of 
career development for researchers and practitioners. Third, 
this paper explores the joint effect of contextual factors  
and individual characteristics on the construction of careers 
and provides a comprehensive explanation. Specifically, 
we challenge the universal standpoint that proactive personality 
is always positive, providing empirical and theoretical evidence 
for the duality of proactive personality, which means that 
the efficiency of HR practice will be mitigated by the proactivity 
of employees, supporting existing research (George and Zhou, 
2001; De Dreu and Weingart, 2003; Jimmieson et  al., 2004; 
Spychala and Sonnentag, 2011).
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STUDY 1: THE INFLUENCE OF 
ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT ON 
EMPLOYEE CREATIVITY: THE SERIAL 
MEDIATION OF JOB CRAFTING AND 
CAREER ADAPTABILITY

Literature Review and Research 
Hypothesis
Human Resource Management Strength and 
Employee Creativity
In emerging economies that advocate technological innovation 
to promote social and economic development, a vital development 
trend in global strategic HRM is the design and implementation 
of HR systems that can boost employee initiative and creativity 
(Liu et  al., 2017). Creativity refers to the ideas considered as 
original, unique, or unconventional by normative standards 
(Zhou et  al., 2017) in the process of career construction, and 
it means more appropriate, flexible, and innovative ideas about 
work roles and methods (Maggiori et  al., 2013), intending to 
improve work flexibility and productivity (Scott and Bruce, 
1994). Given the dynamic nature of the context (Savickas and 
Porfeli, 2012), employee creativity varies as a function of the 
characteristics of the task and work, as well as constantly 
changing professional situations (Maggiori et al., 2013; Johnston, 
2018), such as the aspects of the task, the physical environment, 
and the social environment (Zhou and Hoever, 2014). A literature 
review adopting scientific knowledge mapping has shown that 
the study of contextual factors on career responses is mainly 
focused on social support (Chen et  al., 2020). In recent years, 
there has been an increasing amount of literature on the 
promotion or inhibition of HR practices on career behaviors 
(Zhou and Hoever, 2014; Liu et  al., 2017; Zhou et  al., 2017). 
HR practices boost employee creativity by developing the 
required knowledge, skills, and abilities, which are important 
for the execution of discretionary and extra-role activities, 
enhancing employees’ motivation to engage in idea creation 
and testing these ideas, providing opportunities and execution 
of developing skills and behavior at the workplace (Rehman 
et  al., 2019; Yasir and Majid, 2020). The key is to provide 
employees with an environment that is challenging enough 
but not so overstimulating that employees feel overwhelmed 
and unable to break out of old ways of doing their work (Joo 
et al., 2013), as an important characteristic of an organizational 
HR system, HRMS reflects dimensions of the work environment 
that potentially influence an employee’s creativity (Shalley and 
Gilson, 2004).

Human resource management strength is perceived in 
three aspects: distinctiveness, consistency, and consensus 
(Bowen and Ostroff, 2004; Ostroff and Bowen, 2016). 
Distinctiveness refers to the attention, interest, and attention 
of individuals in the context; consistency refers to the behaviors 
are presented in a special way that is expected. This transmission 
process is the same in both the global and local parts of 
the organization and is consistent with the organization’s 
goals; consensus emphasizes the unanimous recognition of 
the content of HR practices by employees (Bowen and Ostroff, 

2004). When the decision-makers are generally aware of 
certain information, the distinctiveness is strengthened, thereby 
promoting employee consensus and clarifying the strategic 
direction of the organization, or else it is difficult to send 
clear communication and form internally consistent 
information. Therefore, we  believe HRMS can play a pivotal 
role in enhancing employee creativity and in building a more 
appropriate and supportive contextual environment for 
creativity (Joo et  al., 2013) by providing employees with a 
similar “cognitive map” and an “impact context” that can 
reduce uncertainty among employees by strengthening the 
clarity of information transmitted (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004). 
According to career construction theory (CCT), the dynamic 
characteristics of the context are highly correlated with 
individual career outcomes (such as creativity; Savickas and 
Porfeli, 2012), and earlier research has also confirmed that 
HRMS has an impact on employees’ improvised behaviors, 
i.e., employee creativity (Pereira and Gomes, 2012).

The distinctiveness, consistency, and consensus of HRMS 
facilitate employee creativity. Firstly, the distinctiveness and 
consensus of HRMS mean a more certain and stable 
organizational context (Pereira and Gomes, 2012). Compared 
with the context where the expectations and boundaries are 
not clear, individuals can enjoy more mental resources to 
experience cognitive flexibility and creativity in a clear and 
certain context (Zhang and Zhou, 2014). At the same time, 
creativity in the workplace is not aimless brainstorming, and 
we must first be sensitive to the rules, guidelines, and constraints 
in the organization, that is, the accuracy of ‘inside the box’ 
cognition can further improve the effectiveness of “outside the 
box” creative thinking (Zhang and Zhou, 2014). Uncertainty 
avoidance employees often have a more thorough understanding 
of rules, guidelines, and constraints, so HRMS ensures that 
employees can bring not only novel but also practical innovation 
(Zhang and Zhou, 2014).

Second, the consistency of HRMS can enhance the sense 
of organizational support for employees (Stanton et  al., 2010). 
When leaders, policy implementers, and employees have 
consistent understanding and implementation of organizational 
HRM information, leaders at different levels can jointly support 
their subordinates, and give them consistent guidance, help, 
and authorization, with consistent understanding, support, and 
encouragement, employees can be more interested and focused 
on their work tasks instead of unnecessary worry and fear, 
so they can be  more venturesome, unrestrained to explore 
through trials and errors (Shin and Zhou, 2003), which are 
key to translate to creativity. Consistency is also conducive to 
promoting effective communication so that employees can have 
a deeper understanding of the work duties. In another word, 
efficient communication channels ensure the dissemination, 
recognition, and practice of innovative thinking, and help 
people relate to the organization and strengthen their motivations 
and behaviors of being creative (Scott and Bruce, 1994; George 
and Zhou, 2001). Based on the above theoretical analysis, 
we  propose that:

H1: HRMS positively impacts employee creativity.
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The Mediating Effect of Job Crafting and Career 
Adaptability
Career construction theory incorporates and updates previous 
theoretical contributions and frameworks (such as career 
development theory, developmental self-concept theory, life-
span, and life-space theory), tightens the integration between 
the life-span, life-space, and self-concept segments by focusing 
each on the individual’s adaptation to environmental context 
and emphasizing a single source of motivation (Savickas, 1997). 
CCT believes that individuals must fully self-direct and construct 
in the process of career development to adapt to changes in 
work content and methods, and to prepare for more professional 
tasks, roles, and opportunities (Hall, 2002). There are three 
major components in the process of constructing a  
career, namely vocational personality (individual personality 
characteristics), career adaptability (coping styles and processes), 
and life themes (career development models). CCT clarifies 
individual personality differences, coping strategies, psychological 
motivations, and development tasks (i.e., the content, methods, 
and concept orientation of career development) in the 
construction of careers from the perspectives of society (i.e., 
social expectations) and individuals (i.e., how individuals respond 
to social expectations; Savickas, 2005).

Job crafting is a proactive behavior and adapting the strategy 
of employees, which refers to changes in work tasks and work 
relationships, to make their work better meet their personal 
needs, goals, skills, values, or interests (Berg et  al., 2010; Bipp 
and Demerouti, 2015), compromised of structure (i.e., work 
content and procedures), social cognitive forms, and physiology 
(Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001; Bruning and Campion, 2018; 
Guan and Frenkel, 2018). It is a dynamic process of continuous 
adjustment and change to improve the fit between individuals 
and the environment (Parker and Collins, 2010; Wang et  al., 
2017; Federici et  al., 2021). Derived from inner drives and 
personal will, with an aim of self-development, it often leads 
to remarkable improvements in work content, social activities, 
and cognition, and most of such improvement occurs in roles 
and work based on clear descriptions and specified tasks 
(Bruning and Campion, 2018). The motivation for JC can 
be  either active or passive (Lazazzara et  al., 2020), but they 
all reflect a tendency to improve the match between job 
characteristics and personal needs, abilities, and preferences 
to cope with continuous environmental changes (Zhang et  al., 
2019), which not only expresses self-concept, but also integrates 
with social context and work context to help individuals create 
deeper and broader meaning in their daily work, and find 
better ways to overcome social barriers (Savickas, 2005).

Contextual factors are ultimately the core linking personal 
motivation with different forms of JC (Lazazzara et  al., 2020), 
and play an important role in promoting employee JC. Existing 
research confirms the impacts of person-job fit (Tims and 
Bakker, 2010), organizational identification (Lazazzara et  al., 
2020), and perceived organizational support (Kim et  al., 2018) 
on JC. In recent years, the impact of HRMS on JC has also 
gradually been in the limelight. It has conclusively shown that 
a strong HRMS can increase job resources and reduce hindrance 
of job demands to achieve higher performance and creativity 

(Guan and Frenkel, 2018). In a similar vein, earlier research 
identifies five core job characteristics, including skill variety, 
task identity, task significance, autonomy, and feedback (Hackman 
and Oldham, 1980), that enhance employees’ internal motivation, 
attitudes, and eventually help facilitate positive work outcomes 
and creative performance at work (Lee and Lee, 2018). Therefore, 
changes in the HRMS can promote task significance and identity, 
in turn, promotes employee creativity. First of all, when HR 
policies and practices are unique, employees are often able to 
identify and actively reflect on organizational policy practices 
(Bednall et  al., 2014), thereby learning, adjusting work tasks 
through reflection, improving work efficiency, and participating 
in more complex and challenging tasks. In addition, when 
there is an agreement on HR practice among HR policymakers 
and supervisors, employees are less likely to experience role 
ambiguity and task conflict (Bowen and Ostroff, 2004). They 
will have a better understanding of management intentions, 
expectations (Guan and Frenkel, 2018) and be  more able to 
utilize resources efficiently and reduce the requirements that 
bring obstacles to work. Existing studies have also confirmed 
that committed HR practices are positively related to JC (Hu 
et  al., 2020), because the goal of committed HR practices is 
to align employees with organizational goals and commit to 
each other, making employees more proactive and continue 
to engage, where employees meet job demands through JC 
reinvest and maintain the large number of resources given by 
the organization (Meijerink et  al., 2020).

Career construction theory believes that individuals need 
to develop self-regulation resources to achieve the goal of 
person-environment integration in various career transitions 
(Pan et  al., 2018; Yu et  al., 2019), adjust work requirements 
and work resources, improve work efficiency, and expand work 
results, JC is the self-development, actively used, and continuous 
control of resources. Therefore, it will produce an incentive 
process that promotes career success (Akkermans and Tims, 
2017; Mei et  al., 2021). On the one hand, through bottom-up 
JC (van de Riet et al., 2015), employees will engage in achieving 
work goals and generating and implementing new ideas by 
using abundant resources (Afsar et  al., 2019). On the other 
hand, the process of job redesigning can improve the match 
between the individual and the organization (Tims and Bakker, 
2010), making them more confident and motivated. JC facilitates 
the process of creating change as employees feel energetic, 
enthusiastic and engaged in challenging the status quo (Afsar 
et  al., 2019; Sun et  al., 2020), thereby not only efficiently 
completing the goals and meeting performance requirements 
specified by organizations but also promoting extra-role behaviors, 
such as creativity (Demerouti et  al., 2015; Gordon et  al., 2015; 
van de Riet et al., 2015; Lee and Lee, 2018). Therefore, we propose 
the following hypothesis:

H2: Job crafting mediates the relationship between human 
resource management strength and employee creativity.

The career construction process underlines the relevance of 
the interaction between the individuals and the environment, 
as well as the adaptability to cope with novel and unprecedented 
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issues (Creed et  al., 2009). CA is self-regulation strength or 
capacity. Career adaptability oozes the appeal from employees 
to better acclimatize to the environment (Savickas and Porfeli, 
2012; Chen et al., 2020), it is a malleable psychosocial resource 
for individuals to manage the current and prospective changes 
in their job roles caused by changes in work content and work 
conditions, and can transform the process of social integration 
of employees, including the career development, selection, and 
adjustment (Savickas, 1997, 2005). It can also be  perceived as 
an emotional trend when employees view their own script or 
adjust the shifting sands of their career planning, especially in 
the face of unforeseen events (Rottinghaus et  al., 2005).

Career adaptability resources have an intervening effect on 
perceived contextual factors. Previous empirical research shows 
that CA partially mediates the relationship between work 
conditions (including job strain and professional insecurity) 
and well-being (Maggiori et  al., 2013). We  argue that HRMS 
is positively related to CA for two reasons. First, job insecurity 
and strain can hinder employees’ career planning, leading to 
a drain on career adaptability resources and responses (Klehe 
et  al., 2011), such as self-regulate ability, adaptability, and self-
awareness. As far as HRMS is concerned, on one hand, employees’ 
perception and attitudes toward HR practices will affect the 
willingness of human capital investment and accumulation amid 
their career construction (Chen et  al., 2007). Second, HRMS 
reduces insecurity and job strain within the organization by 
increasing the quantity and concentration of internal 
communication channels, networks, and content in the 
organization (Ostroff and Bowen, 2016), thereby improving 
employees’ professional resilience resources and coping 
capabilities. Therefore, it is necessary for employees to customize 
personal resources adaptable to the HRM system to 
improve compatibility.

Cognitive style and ability is a key antecedent of creativity, 
such as problem finding, problem construction, combination, 
and idea evaluation are important for creativity (Shalley and 
Gilson, 2004). CCT believes that career adaptability includes 
four dimensions, namely career concern (presuming, planning, 
and preparing for the possibility of future development), career 
control (prudent decision-making and serious action and shaping 
the personal responsibility of the future), career curiosity 
(exploring various possible roles and selves), and career confidence 
(the belief that individuals can make choices and achieve goals 
when dealing with obstacles and problems; Savickas, 2005; 
Johnston, 2018). According to CCT, the employees’ concern 
for career development nudges them into considering and 
exploring various possible situations in the future, and making 
them prepared, while career control ensures the feasibility and 
effectiveness of exploration and innovative behaviors and shifts 
employees toward making decisions and acting seriously based 
on “in-the-box” thinking. Career curiosity in career development 
is equivalent to the expansion of work tasks and roles (Johnston, 
2018). Finally, career confidence ensures the employees’ continuous 
motivation in their innovative thinking of work problems and 
obstacles. Adaptable employees do not limit their efforts to 
meet the requirements of the assigned tasks and official targets, 
they also have sufficient capabilities and resources to broaden 

task boundaries and engage in extra-role behaviors (Lan and 
Chen, 2020; i.e., creativity). Therefore, employees with strong 
career adaptability will actively engage in career creativity. In 
other words, we  propose that career adaptability will mediate 
the HRMS-creativity relationship beyond the mediation of JC:

H3: Career adaptability mediates the relationship between 
human resource management and employee creativity.

Adaptability as a psychosocial resource or transactional 
competency is more changeable than traits (Savickas and Porfeli, 
2012). CA has plasticity, as well as some continuity in choices 
and adjustment, and is trainable and open to development 
(Vogt et  al., 2015), with the changes in individual life and 
working environment, self-concept, occupational preferences, 
and occupational adaptability will change along with time and 
experience (Savickas, 2005). Career construction is prompted 
by vocational development tasks, occupational transitions, and 
personal traumas, and then generated by the reaction to these 
career changes (Savickas, 2005). A minicycle of growth, 
exploration, establishment, management, and disengagement 
occur during transitions from one career stage to the next as 
well as each time an individual’s career, which eventually forms 
the entire career (Savickas, 2005).

Employee creativity and other professional behaviors must 
not only take current JC into account but also long-term career 
development (Woo, 2020). JC refers to self-initiated behaviors 
that may help individuals to deal with these changes (Demerouti 
et  al., 2017), involves the immediate adjustment of resources, 
and needs related to tasks or roles in the current job. It is a 
short-term and repetitive solution (Tims and Bakker, 2010), 
and an improvised, creative process (van de Riet et  al., 2015). 
In the early stage of career construction, employees are more 
likely to promote job development by increasing challenging 
job demands. Expansive JC in terms of increasing job resources 
and challenging job demands should stimulate personal growth, 
development, and adaptability (Tims and Bakker, 2010; Maggiori 
et  al., 2013; Akkermans and Tims, 2017) and help employees 
establish a more positive and stable emotional status at work 
(Xu et  al., 2020), such as CA. CA is a cumulative outcome, 
a consequence of behaviors being amplified over a relatively 
long period (Seibert et al., 1999), previous studies have suggested 
that specific exercises and deliberate practice serve as important 
learning behaviors in the adaptation process (Mei et  al., 2021). 
A higher-level adjustment beyond the current job content, 
focusing on the needs of long-term career development, 
considering the development of new and more job-related skills, 
or exploring different tasks and roles that are more suitable 
for an individual’s professional abilities (Zhang et  al., 2019).

Job crafting is conceptually related to CA. Through redesigning 
structure, social cognitive forms, and physiology of job, one 
could seek extra resources and challenges, in turn, accumulate 
more cognitive and practical experiences related to his/her 
targeted occupations such that they would have confidence 
and a sense of control in dealing with related problems, and 
can better plan for the future in relation to careers (Cai et  al., 
2015; Guan et  al., 2015), that is to say, employees to adjust 
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their work to their inner tendencies and to find meaning in 
their work, which is particularly important for adapting to 
new realities (Peeters et  al., 2016). Construction provides 
opportunities, elicits motivation, boosts personal adaptability, 
and improves employee quality, learning ability, and helps with 
achieving professional goals (Akkermans and Tims, 2017). 
Empirical research also shows that JC is positively related to 
personal resources (Wang et  al., 2017), because the key steps 
in JC—setting goals and finding ways to achieve them—are 
crucial to the development of personal resources (Vogt et  al., 
2015), and CA is an individual psychological and social resource. 
We  propose hypothesis H4 based on the demonstration:

H4: Job crafting and career adaptability play a serial 
mediating role in the influence of human resource 
management strength on employee creativity.

Materials and Methods
To test the serial mediating effects of the influence of HRMS 
on employee creativity, especially to test the effects of JC on 
CA, this study, based on CCT, collects data from employees 
at all levels in various industries at three points, and the 
industry variables include finance, manufacturing, education, 
agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry, sideline fishery, etc. 
The professional level includes senior managers, middle managers, 
frontline managers, and frontline employees to enhance the 
universality of the research.

Data Collection
In order to reduce the common method variance and ensure 
the validity of the test, the study uses an online questionnaire 
survey method to collect data, and measures four variables at 
three time points: measuring the demographic characteristics 
of employees (control variables) and HRMS at time 1; measuring 
JC at time 2; and measuring CA and employee creativity at 
time 3. We collected 399 questionnaires from different industries 
at time 1. At time, 2, 334 were returned. At time, 3, 297 
questionnaires were collected with the overall response rate 
of the questionnaire being 74.4%. Of the initial cohort of 297 
samples, in terms of gender, males accounted for 48.8% and 
females 51.2%.

Measures
The scales used in the questionnaire survey in this study 
are all derived from existing research and developed scales. 
The responses for all the items were obtained on a five-point 
Likert scale (1 = completely disagree, 5 = completely agree). 
According to existing research tests, the validity of each 
scale is good.

Human Resource Management Strength
We adopt the scale developed by Delmotte et  al. (2012). The 
scale includes three dimensions: uniqueness, consistency, and 
consensus, and a total of 31 items. For example, “Human 
resource management in a company is established by consensus 

between human resource management and front-line 
management,” “The human resource information is consistent 
with the words and deeds of the human resources department.” 
Cronbach’s α is 0.929.

Job Crafting
The scale adopts the scale developed by Bruning and Campion 
(2018). The scale includes four dimensions: increasing work 
roles, reducing work roles, increasing work resources, and 
reducing work resources, with a total of 30 items, for example, 
“Proactively express opinions on important issues in order to 
broaden my work role,” “Proactively expand the scope of work 
to ensure the smooth progress of my work.” Cronbach’s α 
is 0.762.

Career Adaptability
The scale is adapted from the scale developed by Savickas 
and Porfeli (2012). The scale includes four dimensions of 
concern, control, curiosity, and confidence, with a total of 24 
items, for example, “Think clearly about what my future is it 
like,” “Keep positive and optimistic.” Cronbach’s α is 0.892.

Creativity
The scale adopts the scale developed by Tierney et  al. (1999). 
The scale has five items, for example, “Good at discovering 
new effects of existing working methods or tools,” “Trying to 
find a new way or way to solve the problem.” Cronbach’s α 
is 0.826.

Control Variables
According to previous research, we  controlled for gender, age, 
individual tenure, and job level (1 = senior manager, 2 = middle 
manager, 3 = frontline manager, and 4 = normal employees), 
which has been found to distinguish employee creativity (Shin 
and Zhou, 2003; Hirst et  al., 2009; Hennessey and Amabile, 
2010) and interact with contextual cues, there is no strong 
evidence to imply that the industry and the level of the 
organization would influence interested variables, thus we  did 
not control them.

Measurement Models
We use confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test the possible 
common method variance of the main variables (HRMS, 
JC, CA, and creativity). The results are shown in Table  1. 
The degree of fitting of five-factor model (χ2/df = 1.210, 
RMSEA = 0.027, NFI = 0.994, RFI = 0.982, IFI = 0.999, 
CFI = 0.999, and GFI = 0.996) is better than other alternative 
models. In summary, the results measured by this scale are 
relatively ideal. There is no significant common method 
variance in this study.

Results
Correlation Analysis
Pearson’s correlation analysis was used to test the correlation 
between the variables, and the results are shown in Table  2.
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It can be seen from Table 2 that HRMS is positively correlated 
with JC (r = 0.462, p < 0.001); CA is positively correlated with 
HRMS (r = 0.509, p < 0.001), and is positively correlated with JC 
(r = 0.567, p < 0.001); employee creativity is positively correlated 
with HRMS (r = 0.438, p < 0.001), JC (r = 0.555, p < 0.001), and CA 
(r = 0.607, p < 0.001). Job level is negatively correlated with HRMS 
(r = −0.169, p < 0.001), JC (r = −0.212, p < 0.001), CA (r = −0.151, 
p < 0.001), and employee creativity (r = −0.196, p < 0.001), that is, 
the lower the job level, the lower the level of the above variables. 
This result is the basis for subsequent hypothesis testing.

Hypothesis Test
In order to test the impact path of HRMS on employee 
creativity through the serial mediation of JC and CA, all 
analyses were carried out using SPSS 22.0 to conduct 
hierarchical regression analysis, the results are shown in 
Table 3. The models use employee creativity as the dependent 

variable; models 1–2 add control variables and HRMS. The 
results show that the model R2 increases by 0.165 after adding 
HRMS, and is significant at the level of 0.001, HRMS 
significantly positively affects the level of creativity (β = 0.547, 
p < 0.001).

Model 3 adds JC based on model 2, the coefficient of HRMS 
is reduced to 0.289 (p < 0.001); the coefficient of the impact 
of JC on creativity is 1.052 (p < 0.001), R2 increases by 0.142 
and is significant at the level of 0.001. Therefore, the impact 
of JC mediates the effect of HRMS on employee creativity, 
hypothesis H4 was supported.

Model 4 adds CA on this basis. The coefficient of HRMS 
on creativity is reduced to 0.129 and the value of p is greater 
than 0.05; the coefficient of JC on creativity is reduced to 
0.642 (p < 0.001); the coefficient of CA is 0.714 (p < 0.001); R2 
increases by 0.097 and is significant at the level of 0.001. 
Therefore, the serial mediation of JC and CA completely mediates 
the impact of HRMS on employee creativity. Hypotheses H3 
and H5 are supported.

To further test the serial mediating effect, the study uses 
PROCESS 3.4 (Model 6) to test (demonstrated in Table  4). 
The results show that the total effect size of the impact of 
HRMS on employee creativity is 0.419; the lower limit of the 
95% CI of the Bootstrap test is 0.042, and the upper limit 
is 0.161; the effect of HRMS on creativity through JC is 0.158, 
and the lower limit of the 95% CI of the Bootstrap test is 
0.086, and the upper limit is 0.250; the effect of HRMS on 
creativity through CA is 0.160, the lower limit of the 95% 
CI of the Bootstrap test is 0.085, and the upper limit is 0.214; 
finally, the effect of HRMS on employee creativity through 
JC and CA is 0.101, and the lower limit of the 95% CI of 
the Bootstrap test is 0.042, and the upper limit is 0.161. After 
adding two mediating variables, the direct effect of HRMS 
on employee creativity is not significant.

TABLE 1 | Confirmatory factor analysis.

Model χ2/df RMSEA NFI RFI IFI CFI GFI

One-factor model (HRMS +JC + CA + C) 40.068 0.363 0.497 0.396 0.503 0.502 0.739
Two-factor model (HRMS + JC; CA + C) 14.489 0.213 0.891 0.782 0.898 0.897 0.934
Three-factor model (HRMS; JC; CA + C) 1.568 0.044 0.996 0.976 0.999 0.999 0.997
Four-factor model (HRMS; JC; CA; C) 1.210 0.027 0.994 0.982 0.999 0.999 0.996

HRMS refers to human resource management, JC refers to job crafting, CA refers to career adaptability, and C refers to creativity.

TABLE 2 | Correlation analysis.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Gender 1.509 0.501 1
2. Age 3.472 0.675 0.114* 1
3. Tenure 3.549 1.026 −0.173* −0.668** 1
4. Job level 3.065 0.903 0.054 −0.213** 0.302** 1
5. HRMS 3.865 0.474 −0.098 0.028 0.110* −0.169** 1
6. JC 3.636 0.265 −0.091 0.055 0.039 −0.212** 0.462*** 1
7. CA 4.266 0.347 −0.043 0.027 0.103 −0.151** 0.509*** 0.567*** 1
8. Creativity 3.952 0.613 −0.047 0.067 −0.017 −0.196** 0.438*** 0.555*** 0.607*** 1

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; and ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 3 | The mediating effect test.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Intercept 4.261∗∗∗ 2.216∗∗∗ −0.765 −1.466∗∗

Gender −0.058 −0.019 0.016 −0.002
Age 0.082 0.031 0.021 −0.008
Tenure −0.013 −0.040 −0.038 −0.066
Job level −0.149∗∗∗ −0.106∗∗ −0.063 −0.064
HRMS 0.547∗∗∗ 0.289∗∗∗ 0.129
JC 1.052∗∗∗ 0.642∗∗∗

CA 0.714∗∗∗

R2 0.052 0.216 0.358 0.442
R2 0.052 0.165 0.142 0.097
F 3.975∗∗ 16.063∗∗∗ 26.928∗∗∗ 34.444∗∗∗

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; and ***p < 0.001.
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STUDY 2: THE MODERATING ROLE OF 
PROACTIVE PERSONALITY ON CAREER 
CONSTRUCTION

Literature Review and Research 
Hypothesis
According to CCT, individuals need to develop two meta-
competencies in order to achieve career success: self-awareness 
and adaptability (Akkermans et  al., 2020), the individual needs 
to accommodate the disequilibrium by changing context as well 
as self (Savickas and Porfeli, 2012). Career personality casts light 
on the realization of professional self-concept, provides a subjective, 
individual, and specific perspective of understanding the career, 
and complements the objective perspective by inspiring and 
explaining the individual’s subjective self-concepts (Savickas, 2005). 
Proactive personality is an inescapable embodiment of intrinsic 
motivation (Seibert et  al., 2001), which prompts individuals to 
manipulate the environment and maximize resources (Oldham 
and Cummings, 1996), so that affects the role of contextual factors 
on career outcomes (Shin and Zhou, 2003; Hirst et  al., 2009). 
Employees with highly proactive personalities tend to be self-starters, 
future-focused and change-oriented (Kim, 2019) and are apt to 
identify new ways to improve their job performance (Li et  al., 
2020), which might support creative outcomes. Besides, proactive 
personality reflects the individual’s tendency towards active change, 
opportunities hunt, and external environment shaping, and its 
right synergy will be amplifying the past preoccupations and current 
aspirations in one’s career building (Savickas and Porfeli, 2012).

First, this feature will tighten the grip of work tasks and 
resources by employees (Seibert et  al., 2001; Li et  al., 2014), 
showing the initiative to look for opportunities, take actions, 
and persevere with changing the environment by individual efforts 
(Bateman and Crant, 1993). Second, proactive individuals are 
willing to innately update knowledge and skills (Li et  al., 2020), 
as well as actively understand the goals of HR practices, in turn, 
facilitate the development of individual career-related variables, 
such as CA and creativity (Seibert et al., 2001). Third, employees 
with remarkable proactive personality have more passion toward 
work and enjoy more challenges, so they can get a sense of 
excitement from their work activities and complete these tasks 
without external control or constraints. Interests triggered by JC 
can be a catalyst for boosting work behaviors (van de Riet et  al., 
2015). In all, the control, understanding, and passion boosted 
by the proactive personality are ingredients of performance 
improvement, problem-solving, and work advancement (Seibert 
et  al., 2001). Existing research also demonstrates that proactive 

personality can transform the work by making constructive efforts 
(Parker and Collins, 2010), negotiating idiosyncratic deals (including 
flexible scheduling of work hours and special opportunities for 
skills and career development; Hornung et  al., 2008), and taking 
career initiatives (Seibert et  al., 2001).

We demonstrate that proactive personality will attenuate the 
positive impact of HRMS on employees’ behaviors. The strong 
intrinsic motivation of proactive personality will undermine the 
motivational effects of extrinsic motivation (i.e., the HRMS; Ryan 
and Deci, 2000); traits associated with extrinsic motivation will 
divert attention away from opportunities for creativity (van 
Knippenberg and Hirst, 2020). Since proactive individuals are not 
just passively constructed by situational factors (Pan et  al., 2018), 
instead, they always tend to actively overcome situational constraints 
(Bateman and Crant, 1993; Kim et  al., 2018), they do so by 
searching for new and more efficient ways of doing things in an 
effort to improve their performance and demonstrate their creative 
nature (Alikaj et  al., 2021). In this strong context, employees with 
proactive personalities might be reluctant to risk trying new things 
despite their personalities because they are compelled to fit in 
the group (Kim, 2019). In the context of low HRMS, as organizational 
uncertainty and ambiguity increase, ambiguity sharpens the 
independence of employees in manipulating and expressing their 
personal means when assuming work roles (Seibert et  al., 1999), 
individuals can view such ambiguities as opportunities for 
constructive change that capitalize on their personal strengths, 
craft a fit between their strengths and job responsibilities (Yi-Feng 
Chen et  al., 2021) and are more likely to behave in idiosyncratic 
ways (Kim, 2019). A weak situation amplifies the effectiveness of 
creativity because it can provide clues that lead to a behavioral 
expression, which is consistent with basic personal tendencies, 
such as competency and adaptabilities (Yang et al., 2019). Therefore, 
proactive personality plays a negative moderating role in the process 
of HRMS on career construction, so the following hypothesis 
is proposed:

H5: Proactive personality negatively moderates the 
relationship of human resource management strength on 
job crafting and career adaptability.

Materials and Methods
Survey questionnaires are from the Chinese financial industry. 
It mainly explores how the interaction between HRMS as a 
contextual factor and proactive personality as an individual 
factor affects employee creativity, and repetitively verifies the 
mediating role of JC and CA.

Data Collection
The subjects of the study mainly included front-line service 
employees, such as sales personnel selling products and services 
from security companies, tellers from commercial banks, and 
sales agents from insurance companies. Before distributing the 
questionnaire, the researcher first contacted subjects to confirm 
their willingness to participate in the survey, and then the paper 
questionnaires were handed out and received by mail. A total 

TABLE 4 | The serial mediating effect test.

Coefficient BootstapLLCI BootstapULCI

Direct effect 0.129 −0.008 0.266
HRS → JC → C 0.158 0.086 0.250

Indirect effect HRS → CA → C 0.160 0.085 0.214

HRS → JC → CA → C 0.101 0.042 0.161
Total effect 0.419 0.042 0.161
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of 450 questionnaires were distributed to 100 financial companies, 
and 390 valid questionnaires were returned, with an effective 
response rate of 86.7%. Among the valid survey samples, in 
terms of gender, males accounted for 47.6% and females 52.4%.

Measures
The measurement of HRMS, JC, CA, and creativity are all carried 
out on the same scale as in Study 1. The proactive personality 
comes from existing research and development scales. According 
to existing research tests, the validity of each scale is good.

Proactive Personality
The study adopts the scale developed by Li et  al. (2014). The 
scale includes 10 items, for example, “I am  constantly looking 
for new ways to improve my life,” “I hope to solve problems 
that will cause other troubles.” The responses for all items 
were obtained on a five-point Likert scale (1 = completely 
disagree, 5 = completely agree). Cronbach’s α is 0.914.

Measurement Models
We use CFA to test the possible common method variance 
of the main variables (HRMS, JC, CA, creativity, and proactive 
personality). The results are shown in Table  5. The degree of 
fitting of five-factor model (χ2/df = 4.192, RMSEA = 0.084, 
NFI = 0.980, RFI = 0.940, IFI = 0.985, CFI = 0.984, and GFI = 0.953) 
is better than other alternative models. In summary, the results 
measured by this scale are relatively ideal. There is no significant 
common method variance in this study.

Results
Correlation Analysis
Pearson’s correlation analysis was used to test the correlation 
between the variables, and the results are shown in Table  6.

It can be seen from Table 6 that HRMS is positively correlated 
to CA (r = 0.284, p < 0.001); creativity is related to gender; the 
creativity level of female is lower than male (r = −0.093, p < 0.05); 
creativity and job level are related; the higher the job level, 
the stronger the creativity (r = −0.110, p < 0.05); creativity is 
positively correlated to HRMS (r = 0.302, p < 0.001) and CA 
(r = 0.585, p < 0.001); proactive personality is positively correlated 
to HRMS (r = 0.412, p < 0.001), CA (r = 0.690, p < 0.001), and 
creativity (r = 0.672, p < 0.001); JC is positively correlated to 
HRMS (r = 0.441, p < 0.001), creaticity (r = 0.668, p < 0.001), 
proactive personality (r = 0.636, p < 0.001), and JC (r = 0.708, 
p < 0.001). This result is the basis for subsequent hypothesis testing.

Hypothesis Test
The Test of the Main Effect and the Mediating Effect
To test the impact path of HRMS on employee creativity 
through the serial mediation of JC and CA, all analyses were 
carried out using SPSS 22.0 to conduct a hierarchical regression 
analysis, the results are shown in Table  7. The models use 

TABLE 5 | Confirmatory factor analysis.

Model χ2/df RMSEA NFI RFI IFI CFI GFI

One-factor model (HRS + JC + CA + C + PP) 29.578 0.252 0.744 0.574 0.751 0.749 0.582
Two-factor model (HRS + JC; CA + C + PP) 17.738 0.193 0.881 0.744 0.887 0.886 0.755
Three-factor model (HRS + JC; CA + C; PP) 6.276 0.108 0.988 0.910 0.990 0.990 0.923
Four-factor model (HRS; JC; CA; C + PP) 4.780 0.092 0.982 0.931 0.985 0.985 0.945
Five-factor model (HRS; JC; CA; C; PP) 4.192 0.084 0.980 0.940 0.985 0.984 0.953

TABLE 6 | Correlation analysis.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Gender 1.524 0.500 1
2. Age 3.980 0.777 0.044 1
3. Tenure 3.815 1.139 −0.041 −0.673** 1
4. Job level 3.263 0.906 0.080 0.363** −0.375** 1
5. HRMS 3.157 0.393 −0.080 −0.025 0.036 −0.002 1
6. CA 4.054 0.646 −0.029 0.082 −0.057 −0.064 0.284** 1
7. Creativity 3.713 0.715 −0.093* 0.006 0.017 −0.110* 0.302*** 0.585*** 1
8. Proactive personality 3.668 0.658 −0.023 0.043 −0.069 −0.070 0.412*** 0.690*** 0.672*** 1
9. JC 3.564 0.501 −0.091 −0.035 0.013 −0.077 0.441*** 0.668*** 0.636*** 0.708***

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; and ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 7 | Main effect and mediating effect test.

Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Intercept 3.868∗∗∗ 1.703∗∗∗ 0.510∗∗∗ 0.252∗∗∗

Gender −0.120 −0.090 −0.106 −0.091
Age 0.053 0.084 0.049 0.022
Tenure 0.020 0.052 0.019 0.023
Job level −0.082 −0.079 −0.046 −0.034
HRMS 0.590∗∗∗ 0.076 0.068
JC 0.844∗∗∗ 0.558∗∗∗

CA 0.330∗∗∗

R2 0.020 0.114 0.409 0.460
R2 0.020 0.094 0.295 0.051
F 1.855 9.362∗∗∗ 41.955∗∗∗ 44.109∗∗∗

***p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 3 | The moderating role of proactive personality in the influence of 
HRMS on CA.

TABLE 8 | The moderating effect test.

Variables Index LLCI UUCI

HRMS-JC-C HRMS*Proactive 
personality

−0.100 −0.171 −0.010

HRMS-CA-C HRMS*Proactive 
personality

−0.052 −0.101 0.000

HRMS-JC-
CA-C

HRMS*Proactive 
personality

−0.028 −0.052 −0.002

employee creativity as the dependent variable; models 5–6 add 
control variables and HRMS. The results show that the model 
R2 increases by 0.114 after adding HRMS and is significant 
at the level of 0.001, HRMS significantly positively affects the 
level of creativity (β = 0.590, p < 0.001).

Model 7 adds JC based on model 6, the coefficient of 
HRMS is reduced to 0.076 (p > 0.05); the coefficient of the 
impact of JC on creativity is 0.844 (p < 0.001), R2 increases 
by 0.295 and is significant at the level of 0.001. Therefore, 
the impact of JC mediates the effect of HRMS on 
employee creativity.

Model 8 adds CA on this basis. The coefficient of HRMS 
on creativity is reduced to 0.068 and the value of p is greater 
than 0.05; the coefficient of JC on creativity is reduced to 
0.558 (p < 0.001); the coefficient of CA is 0.330 (p < 0.001); and 
R2 increases by 0.051 and is significant at the level of 0.001. 
Therefore, the serial mediation of JC and CA completely mediates 
the impact of HRMS on employee creativity. Hypotheses H3, 
H4, and H5 are confirmed again.

The Test of Moderating Effect
The moderating effect of proactive personality in the process 
of HRMS influence on career construction is shown in Figures 2, 
3. When the proactive personality is low (−1SD), the effect 
of HRMS on JC is 0.347; when it is high (+1SD), the effect 
size is reduced to 0.114, indicating that over high proactive 
personality will inhibit the positive effect of HRMS. When 
the proactive personality is low (−1SD), the effect of HRMS 
on CA is 0.029; when it is high (+1SD), the effect size is 
reduced to −0.189, indicating that higher proactive personality 
will inhibit the positive impact of HRMS on CA, and even 
shows a negative impact.

Then we use PROCESS3.4 (Model 84) to test the moderating 
effect of proactive personality, and the results are shown in 
Table  8. First, in the impact of HRMS on creativity through 
JC, the index of the interaction of HRMS and proactive 
personality is −0.100, the bootstrap  95% CI was −0.171 to 
−0.010. In the impact of HRMS on creativity through CA, 
the index of the interaction of HRMS and proactive personality 
is −0.052, the bootstrap  95% CI was −0.101 to −0.000. In 
the impact of HRMS on creativity through JC and CA, the 
index of the interaction of HRMS and proactive personality 
is −0.028, the bootstrap  95% CI was −0.052 to −0.002. The 
proactive personality negatively moderates the influence process 
of HRMS on employee creativity.

DISCUSSION

The current paper focuses on the joint consideration of actor 
and contextual factors influencing creativity. The increasing 
threats of unemployment, higher demand for tasks and resources, 
and accelerating job complexity have also put forward higher 
requirements on employees’ CA (Maggiori et  al., 2013). Based 
on previous research, the paper first studied the process of 
organizational context influencing employee creativity, then 
clarified the mediating effect of JC and CA in the above-
mentioned influence, finally explored the boundary condition, 
the moderating role of proactive personality, in the process 
of career construction. Based on CCT, the paper is designed 
to determine the integrating impact model of HRMS (contextual 
factors) and proactive personality (individual factors) through 
JC and CA on employee creativity. Study 1  is based on 297 
multi-wave questionnaire data, and Study 2 is based on 390 
questionnaire survey data, and the following conclusions 
are reached:

FIGURE 2 | The moderating role of proactive personality in the influence of 
HRMS on JC.
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First, HRMS is an important antecedent of employee creativity. 
This has been referred to as providing a characteristic and 
culture of HR practices where employees feel psychologically 
safe such that blame or punishment will not be  assigned for 
new ideas or breaking with the status quo (Shalley and Gilson, 
2004). Second, the ability of long-term career planning process 
(Klehe et  al., 2011), that is CA, mediates the impact of HRMS 
on creativity through intensifying the immediate investment of 
human capital and communication in JC (Chen et  al., 2007; 
Ostroff and Bowen, 2016). JC is the adjustment of employees’ 
work resources and needs, which contributes to shaping an 
individual’s adaptability and development (Akkermans and Tims, 
2017), helping individuals to identify and cope with the difficulties 
and challenges in their career transitions, achieve better 
employment (Guan et  al., 2015). Third, proactive personality 
plays a negative moderating role in the process of HRMS on 
JC and CA, mainly because proactive personality indicates a 
strong individual intrinsic motivation and weakens the incentive 
function of HRMS as an extrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci, 
2000). Adaptation is motivated and guided by the goal of 
bringing inner needs and outer opportunities into harmony 
(Savickas and Porfeli, 2012). That is, proactive individuals are 
not only passive recipients of HR policies (Pan et  al., 2018), 
but also are more willing to actively overcome contextual 
constraints (Bateman and Crant, 1993), rather than being 
constrained, constructed, and changed by the environment (Chen 
et al., 2020). Therefore, with the increase of proactive personality, 
the positive effects of HRMS on JC and CA have been inhibited.

This research supports the interactive effects of contextual 
factors and individual characteristics on career construction, 
as well as the utility of career-ability to distal employee creativity. 
The findings make several contributions to the current literature.

First, we  discussed employee creativity through the entire 
career construction process to ensure the integrity of the 
career construction research (Chen et  al., 2020). Similar to 
career competencies, career adaptability is a malleable resource 
that allows individuals to solve complex problems throughout 
their careers in a relatively long life-span (Super, 1980; Savickas, 
1997; Akkermans et  al., 2020). Nevertheless, the previous 
research emphasized the effect of career readiness (personality 
trait of the flexibility of willingness to change) when arguing 
the shaping of CA (Savickas, 2005; Savickas and Porfeli, 2012), 
current research draws attention to repeated career behaviors 
(JC) in the formation of CA. To develop these adaptive-abilities, 
individuals need to continuously gain insights into their own 
characteristics and the complexity of working environments 
through various personal exploring and crafting experiences 
(Cai et  al., 2015; Guan et  al., 2015). Although most of the 
research on career construction focuses on the sequential 
model of adaptivity-adaptability-adapting-adaptation (Pan et al., 
2018), where JC is the outcome of CA. We  take employees 
JC as an antecedent variable that affects CA, in view that 
the two are linked and integrated. We  assess CA from life-
span perspective—from short-term fluctuations in vocational 
experiences and behavior to career development and construction 
over the adult lifespan (Savickas, 1997). That is, CA can 
be  trained and thus it is indeed a learnable competence (Mei 

et  al., 2021). Vogt et  al. (2015) verified the reverse causality 
through longitudinal research and argued that JC can help 
establish an individual’s psychological resources, while the 
level of psychological resources cannot significantly predict 
future job reshaping behaviors.

Second, we  provide a complex and reasonable explanation 
for the interaction within contextual factors, individual factors, 
and career-related psychosocial resources. This shift in attention 
from the individual focus and the creative few toward the 
contextual view and then toward the integrative view (Joo 
et  al., 2013) coincides with contextual and multicultural 
perspectives on work (Savickas, 1997). There are various HR 
practices that have a constructive role in the development of 
individual competencies and are essential for innovative behavior 
(Yasir and Majid, 2020). While changing managerial situations 
alone will not help creativity, the HRM system should be delivered 
and applied in a concerted way with a holistic perspective 
(Joo et al., 2013), incorporating elements of employees creative 
behaviors and traits. Previous research has suggested that HR 
practices are linked to employees’ creative work behavior through 
different mechanism (Rehman et  al., 2019), so the current 
paper pays attention to the mediating effect of JC and CA. Career 
construction not only enables employees to take responsibility 
for their work behaviors by showing self-discipline but also 
helps them translate HRMS into meaningful creative behaviors 
(Lan and Chen, 2020). Furthermore, this paper expands the 
border of creativity literature. We  found that individual ability 
was an important antecedent of creativity beyond affection, 
cognition, training, personality, and social environment 
(Hennessey and Amabile, 2010), especially under the background 
of boundaryless careers.

Finally, we  highlight the interactionist perspective as an 
integrative theoretical lens for developing an in-depth 
understanding of antecedents of creativity in the workplace (Zhou 
and Hoever, 2014). The career construction process is affected 
by proactive personality (willingness or readiness to affect change), 
which manifests in varying states of activation (Savickas and 
Porfeli, 2012). More importantly, it is an intriguing finding that 
the moderating effect of proactive personality is negative, which 
supports existing research (George and Zhou, 2001; De Dreu 
and Weingart, 2003; Jimmieson et  al., 2004; Spychala and 
Sonnentag, 2011), challenging the positive effects of proactive 
personality (Oldham and Cummings, 1996; Seibert et  al., 2001; 
Hornung et  al., 2008; Parker and Collins, 2010; Li et  al., 2014), 
and helping understand the duality of proactive personality. 
Although with stronger ability and motivation, creativity may 
be  more likely regardless of the situation, when HRMS and 
proactive personality are (potentially) positive, the result is a 
pattern that can be  described as diminishing gains (Zhou and 
Hoever, 2014), that is, individuals in lack of trait-based motivation 
may be  more creative when operating in an environment with 
greater and more explicit expectations for creativity (van 
Knippenberg and Hirst, 2020). Proactive personality leads to 
more network-style construction activities for individuals, thereby 
reducing their dependence on the environment (Parker and 
Collins, 2010; Pan et al., 2018). The strong willingness of employees 
to redesign their jobs is caused by the intrinsic motivation of 
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proactive personality, rather than the extrinsic motivation provided 
by HRMS (Wang et  al., 2017; Federici et  al., 2021).

Limitations and Future Research
There are still some limitations in the design and implementation 
of the empirical research. First, the research adopted multi-wave 
questionnaires in data processing, and collected data at three 
points in time, which minimized the problem of common method 
variance, but the verification of causality was still not sufficient. 
In future research, researchers can use multi-source and time 
data, longitudinal research, and experimental design to alleviate 
the above problems. Second, current research did not consider 
the impact of possible changes in personality traits, JC, and CA 
over time. Some existing studies believe that personality traits 
will be  moderately extended over time (Li et  al., 2014). CA is 
a psychological resource generated by accumulation, and it will 
also undergo plastic changes over time. Similarly, JC is also a 
process in which individuals generate and create changes over 
time (Wrzesniewski and Dutton, 2001; Bruning and Campion, 
2018). These possible changes over time may have an impact 
on the research conclusions. Future research can use other data 
processing methods such as the potential growth model to explore 
the dynamic impact effects of these variables in a longer period 
of time and under specific circumstances (Johnston, 2018).

Practical Implication
This research also has practical implications for managers to 
promote the career construction process of employees through 
the improvement of the HR system, and then enhance the creative 
performance of employees and organizations. First, organizations 
can deepen the overall understanding and recognition of 
organizational policies among managers and employees by 
strengthening the organizational context factor of HRMS, enhancing 
employees’ perception of leadership support and communication 
effectiveness, ensuring a safe working environment, promoting 
employees’ JC and CA accumulation, and then tap into employee 
creativity. In addition, in the current working environment affected 
by the epidemic and the rapid development of science and 
technology, the relationship between the organizational context 
and the individual characteristics of employees should be reconciled 
to promote the compatibility and complementation between the 

people and environment, as well as steer clear of wasting resources 
due to being over-enthusiastic in a certain aspect, refraining 
from putting the cart before the horse. Finally, the CA of employees 
is a long-term development process, which is formed by the 
continuous accumulation of JC, and the purpose of JC is to 
achieve the consistency and compatibility of the resources provided 
by the organization with its own job roles and task requirements. 
Therefore, the resources should be  constantly adjusted by 
organizations to motivate employees to redesign their jobs in 
the short term, thereby translating into CA as a psychosocial 
resource and distal creative behaviors.
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Employability is an important indicator of the competency of the employees.
Employability model is a useful analytical framework for studying the ever-changing
relationship between higher education and the job market. At present, the demand
for business English graduates is increasing, however, there is a skill gap between
their educational readiness and the recruitment requirements. In order to solve this
problem, this study adopted mixed methods research and carried out the research
design according to the exploratory sequence design to construct an employability
model for business English graduates. A 46-item scale was developed to measure
the employability of business English graduates’ employability. After assessment,
it was found that the employability of business English graduates was multi-
dimensional, with three dimensions—professional knowledge, generic competencies,
and career management and 10 sub-dimensions—English language skills, foreign
trade competencies, computer and internet application skills, social skills, learning
and development, personal traits, thinking ability, work ethics, career identity and
planning, and service awareness. This study verified that the employability of business
English graduates reached the standard of talent training and met the requirements
of employers. There were employability differences in gender, places of origin and
educational institutions. From this study, it could be inferred that cultivation of business
English majors should be multi-dimensional.

Keywords: employability, sustainable career development, business English graduate, mixed methods research,
gender difference

INTRODUCTION

With the internationalization of the world economy, economy integration has become the
mainstream of present world development which brings increasingly frequent commerce and
business events. The sustained growth of foreign trade and the increasing number of foreign
trade companies have created large number of employment opportunities, which has led to an
increasing demand for foreign trade practitioners. Talents in the field of foreign trade who are
good at foreign business communication and understand international trade rules are becoming
the focus of higher education.
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However, many employers mention a common problem that
many graduates are not competent for jobs after graduation
because they cannot combine the theoretical knowledge with the
practical operation of the job (Helle et al., 2006). Many graduates
have difficulty in employment because of their weak career
competency which is important in their career development.
Career development has traditionally focused on acquiring work
abilities and earning experience in a certain position (Akkermans
et al., 2013). Career development encompasses a wide range
of problems, including the growth of talents, the preservation
of present skills, and the preparation for the future following
promotion (Kaya and Ceylan, 2014). A sustainable career
is dynamic and adaptable, with continual learning, periodic
renewal, the security of employability, and a harmonic match
with personal abilities, interests, and values (Newman, 2011).
Dynamic careers have grown more frequent in recent decades,
with people progressing through horizontal moves across various
organizations (De Vos et al., 2021). In order to get and keep a
job in this changing labor market, individuals need professional
competencies to help them manage their careers (Heijde and Van
Der Heijden, 2006). Employability is essential in a sustainable
career, which is the capacity to keep one’s current job or obtain
new work as needed (Donald et al., 2018).

Grotkowska et al. (2015) pointed out that internationally,
higher education providers are shifting from its role as an “ivory
tower” concept to a “market-oriented education enterprise.”
Employability plays an important role in this concept. Recent
changes in education and labor market policies have increased the
demand on higher education institutions to cultivate employable
graduates, although what are the elements of employability
and what attributes of graduates are needed to cultivate are
still controversial (Bridgstock, 2009). Employability skills are
skills that are critical to a company’s or industry’s growth
and development (Husain et al., 2012). Employability allows
employees or graduates to succeed in a variety of circumstances.
Employability is a key condition for an organization to maintain a
competitive edge and for individuals to attain career satisfaction.
Stimulating employees’ vocational skills and employability seems
to be good for both organizations and the employees’ outcomes
(Fugate et al., 2004; Van Dam, 2004). High-employability
workers (Van Dam, 2004) are essential for organizations to meet
fluctuating demands for quantitative and functional flexibility
(Marginson, 1989; Valverde et al., 2000).

Researchers have noted that there is a “skill gap” between
employment requirements and the educational readiness
of graduates (Morley, 2001; Andrews and Wooten, 2005).
Specifically, employers do not believe that higher education
has successfully developed the employability skills of graduates
(Peddle, 2000). One of the reasons is that college teaching is
out of line with social needs, and there is a lack of an effective
employability assessment system in its measurement.

Several studies have been done on employability. Some of the
research is about the concept and definition of employability,
among which the most well-known are Hillage and Pollard’s
(1998), Yorke and Knight’s (2004), McQuaid and Lindsay’s
(2005), and Pool and Sewell’s (2007). Some scholars proposed
their understandings of employability (Fugate et al., 2004;

Heijde and Van Der Heijden, 2006; Rodrigues et al., 2019).
Some scholars put forward the framework of employability
and analyzed the factors affecting employability. Hillage and
Pollard’s framework of employability was the most thorough one
around 2000, which greatly inspired the studies of subsequent
scholars on employability (Hillage and Pollard, 1998). Other
scholars’ employability models, such as McQuaid and Lindsay’s
framework (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005), USEM model (Yorke
and Knight, 2004), CareerEDGE model (Pool and Sewell,
2007) and some other models, all provided a good model
foundation for employability research. Some scholars have done
research on model construction of employability. Abelha et al.
(2020) discussed the graduate employability and competence
development in higher education. Albina and Sumagaysay
(2020) discussed the employability of information technology
education graduates. However, there was little discussion on the
employability of business English graduates, which is of great
importance in the talent cultivation to enhance the employment
status of business English graduates. Therefore, this study would
discover and explain the following issues. First, what components
are necessary in the employability of business English graduates?
Second, how can the employability of business English graduates
be measured? Third, what are the results of assessment? In
this study, the employability framework of business English
graduates was constructed, and an employability measurement
tool was developed. After that, the employability scale was
used to assess the employability of the recent business English
graduates. A comprehensive set of employability measurement
tool allows individual employees, especially the newly graduates,
to keep track of their abilities and career requirements. Therefore,
the framework and assessment tool of the employability of
business English graduates provides a guarantee for employers
and business English graduates joining the workforce to meet
the changing needs of modern enterprises, and get sustainable
career development.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Employability
The concept of employability has been subjected to the social and
historical swings of each period, and has adopted a wide variety
of meanings. Employability is the ability to find the first job, keep
employment and be able to get a new job when needed (Hillage
and Pollard, 1998). Employability is also used to imply the
attributes of graduates, which individuals own and can prove that
they are capable to hold a job (Harvey, 2000). Employability refers
to the competency required and embodied in the work position.
It is a collection of understandings, achievements and personal
qualities, increasing the likelihood of graduates finding jobs and
progressing in their chosen career, which benefits themselves, the
workforce, society, and the economy (Knight and Yorke, 2003).
Employability is a complex of skills, knowledge, understanding
and personal attributes, which helps an individual to easily choose
and keep an occupation in which he is satisfied and can get some
achievements (Pool and Sewell, 2007). Rae (2007) believes that
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the employability of college graduates is a combination of a series
of personal development achievements such as knowledge, skills
and personality traits acquired by students through study and
practice. These results enable college graduates to adapt to job
requirements, achieve employment faster and succeed in their
chosen career. This concept affirms that employability of college
students is the result of higher education and the potential for
the development and success of college students in their future
work. Nabi (2003) points out that employability is that graduates
have the right skills and attributes and can use them to gain
and maintain appropriate employment opportunities. It can be
defined in various ways, but it means obtaining characteristics
that ensure employment (Harvey, 2000), which can not only
ensure employment, but also ensure competence and sustainable
development in the job.

There seems to be a consensus that employability is not a one-
dimensional construct, but is composed of parameters of a very
varied nature (e.g., McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005; Heijde and Van
Der Heijden, 2006; Fugate and Kinicki, 2008). Employability is
of great importance to college graduates for future employment.
Many scholars and researchers have built their own employability
framework based on their understandings of employability.

Hillage and Pollard (1998) summarized all previous
and existing ideas about employability for the first time,
which is seen as pioneering. Hillage and Pollard’s (1998)
employability framework consists of four interacting
components of employability: “employability assets,”
“deployment,” “presentation,” and “context factors.” Hillage
and Pollard emphasized that employability should focus on
the individual factors of job seekers. Based on Hillage and
Pollard’s employability framework, McQuaid and Lindsay
(2005, p. 206) provided a broader view of employability.
McQuaid and Lindsay (2005) grouped and extended these
employability components into three major factors: “individual
factors,” “personal circumstances,” and “external factors.” The
component of “individual factors” includes more elements
than the other two components. The “employability skills and
attributes” listed in McQuaid and Lindsay’s framework covers
the competencies that an individual should acquire for the
employment: “essential attributes,” “personal competencies,”
“basic, key and high-level transferable skills.” Of the three
components of the employability framework, the “individual
factors” seems to be the most influential. The USEM account of
employability (Yorke and Knight, 2004) is probably the most
well-known and respected model in this field. The acronym
USEM stands for four interconnected elements of employability:
(1) understanding; (2) skills; (3) efficacy beliefs; and (4)
metacognition. Pool and Sewell (2007) discussed the various
elements of employability and developed the CareerEDGE
model, which is an option that incorporated all of the important
elements and employability skills in the USEM models. They
believed that Career Development Learning, Experience (Work
and Life), Degree of Knowledge, Generic Skills and Emotional
Intelligence were the five components at the lower level of the
model. The model provided clear information about what needed
to be considered and what was included.

In fact, employability is a dynamic concept. It continues
to evolve and change with the requirements of economic and

social development. In different social stages, the connotations
and requirements of employability are different. In this
study, the components of employability would be focused
on individual level, which seemed to be the most influential
(McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005).

Requirements of Competences for
Business English Graduates
Different stakeholders proposed different requirements of
competences for business English graduates. The employers
believe that, in order to improve students’ overall quality,
personal cultivation, morality, English proficiency, business
knowledge and operational skills should have an organic
combination (Kim, 2015). Overseas-client-development ability
and business English language proficiency are essential career
competences. Besides, the abilities of product cognition,
business negotiation, computer operation, cost accounting,
billing and settlement, contract control and signing, logistics
operation, business tracking, etc., are also necessary. The core
competitiveness of business English graduates is reflected in two
aspects, one is good business English proficiency and the other is
foreign trade knowledge (Kim, 2015). The abilities that business
English graduates should possess are mainly attributed to three
areas: learning ability, communication skills and teamwork spirit
(Glaser, 1994). Some companies mention professional quality,
which is also an aspect of career competences, such as business
professional skills, communication skills, teamwork ability,
professional attitude, crisis management ability, learning ability,
interpersonal communication and expansion ability. Besides
these abilities, comprehensive quality and work ethics are also
valued by the enterprises.

Teachers believe graduates should master both English
language ability and business practice ability, have international
vision, cross-cultural communication ability and speculative
ability, and be able to be engaged in international business work
(Walker, 2009). Ciortescu and Cecal (2015) believe that business
English graduates should possess skills, cross-cultural awareness
and effective communication, especially the core abilities that
are helpful for future development. Cross-cultural awareness,
social skills and negotiation skills are also necessary for business
English graduates, as they will communicate and negotiate in a
multi-cultural environment in the future. In the global business
field, cross-cultural awareness is a must for any business person.
Professional knowledge ability refers to language ability and
practical ability, while social skills refer to the abilities to take
on certain social responsibilities and to deal with interpersonal
relationship properly, so as to get development in the future
career. Social skills include a wide range of abilities, including
environmental adaptability, organizational management,
interpersonal communication, teamwork, decision-making,
innovation, and some other abilities. In the syllabus designed
for business English students, language, business, cross-cultural
communication and humanistic literacy are emphasized
(Derado, 2015). Besides language, business knowledge and
business skills, humanistic knowledge and intercultural
communication skills are also needed for business English
graduates (Kim, 2020).
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Based on the above, hypothesis 1 can be proposed: The
employability of business English graduates is multi-dimensional,
composed of different dimensions.

Employability and Higher Education
One of the functions of education is to provide a skilled
workforce (Rich, 2015). Employability of graduates has been
clearly recognized as one of the main objectives of higher
education (Sumanasiri et al., 2015). Employers and policy makers
expect higher education to improve students’ employable skills
(Asonitou, 2015). Cole and Tibby (2013) believe that there
is a strong consensus that employability is not just about
obtaining employment, and that HEPs should not focus solely on
supporting students to obtain their first job, but on supporting
them to build active and meaningful careers and to participate
meaningfully in society. Higher education can attract and
retain high-quality students (Hewitt-Dundas and Roper, 2018)
and train high-quality graduates to meet the growing demand
for the workforce (Boden and Nedeva, 2010). Artess et al.
(2017) argue that employability provided by higher education
should be multi-dimensional, experiential, and embedded in
the curriculum, institutional processes and provisions. Although
higher education plays an important role in employability,
there are also some impractical curricula that hinder students’
employability and cause a graduate skills gap (Tran, 2018). So the
employability of young graduates is a very important criterion
to evaluate the results of the teaching activity in HEIs (Şerban,
2013).

It can be inferred from previous research that cultivating
graduate employability is the task of higher education. HEIs
hope that the quality of talents they cultivate is to achieve
the goal of training and meet the needs of employers. Thus,
hypothesis 2 can be proposed: The employability of business
English graduates reaches the objective of talent training and
meets the needs of employers.

Assessment of Employability
Both changes in the workplace and new demands are reflected
in the way employability is assessed, and the assessment must
clearly reflect the nature of the required skills (Saterfiel and
McLarty, 1995). As with the framework of employability, there
are various scales that try to evaluate employability. Daniels
et al. (1998) developed a Perceived Employability Scale (PES)
to measure self-efficacy in the individual’s working trajectory,
which considers four factors: interpersonal efficacy; information
gathering and barrier removal efficacy; persistence; and goal-
setting efficacy. This scale is a five-point Likert scale with
15 items, testing adults with different cultural, ethnic and
racial backgrounds. Rothwell and Arnold (2007) measured
employability from a self-perceived perspective, developing a
self-perceived employability scale from two dimensions-the
internal and external dimension and the four quadrants. The
questionnaire includes three factors: (a) personal factors,
concerning attitudes and personal work-related competences,
like personal qualities such as responsibility or social skills; (b)
socio-personal factors, referring to socio-familial variability
(the search of the first job) and social labor market and job

position according to gender, age, educational level and activity
sector. In the research by Yusof et al. (2012), employability skills
had nine dimensions: critical thinking and problem-solving
skills; pursuit of lifelong learning and information management
skills; communication skills; teamwork; technical skills;
entrepreneurship; leadership; ethics and social responsibility.
Jiang et al. (2013) developed a consistent measurement
framework based on the definition of the concept of college
students’ employment, and conducted relevant empirical tests.
They believed that college students’ employability was a multi-
dimensional construct consisting of four independent factors:
general professional ability, professional ability, professional
supporting skills and personality traits.

From the previous research, it could be inferred that
employability can be measured and affected by gender and
different background, such as family background and educational
background. Thus, hypotheses can be proposed as follows:

Hypothesis 3: There is gender difference in the
employability of business English graduates.

Hypothesis 4: There is difference in the employability of
business English graduates from different place of origin.

Hypothesis 5: There is difference in the employability of
business English graduates from different institutions.

METHODOLOGY

This study adopted Mixed Methods research and carried out the
research design according to the exploratory sequence design,
which combined qualitative research and quantitative research.
In qualitative research, the first step was to draft the interview
outline based on the previous research (see Appendices I–IV).
Qualitative research was conducted to explore the elements
required for the employability of business English graduates,
so participants for qualitative interviews were recruited by
purposive sampling, who were all related to business English
talents. Twenty five different stakeholders (six senior foreign
trade practitioners, six junior foreign trade practitioners, six
employers, and seven business English teachers) received
individual in-depth interviews in different ways. Face to face
interviews were used with senior foreign trade practitioners and
junior foreign trade practitioners, telephone interviews were used
with two employers, a face-to-face interview was held with one
senior teacher and video interviews were used to collect data
of other senior teachers. After the in-depth interview, encoded
and analyzed the interview data, and constructed an initial
employability framework. Finally, drew up the questionnaire
according to the coding results of the interview data. Six experts
were invited to verify the face validity and content validity.
In quantitative research, a pilot test was performed to test the
reliability and validity of the questionnaire, and SPSS 22 and
AMOS 21 were used to conduct exploratory factor analysis (EFA)
and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). After the validation, a
model of 3 dimensions and 10 sub-dimensions was constructed,
and a 46-item scale of employability for business English
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graduates was developed. In the questionnaire, participants
were asked to rate how aware they were of their skills and
knowledge, such as “I understand the culture and customs of
different countries and pay attention to cultural differences when
communicating with clients.” “I can do market research and be
sensitive to market trends.” etc. The Likert scale was coded 1–
7, where 1 was assigned to “very disagreeable” up to 7 meaning
“very agreeable.” These numbers were used to symbolize which
level of awareness to which the graduate related. The formal
assessment was carried out by purposive sampling, and SPSS 22
was used to analyze the quantitative data. In the quantitative
research, recent graduates of business English and those who had
just graduated within 3 years were recruited from nine different
types of higher vocational education institutions in Fujian,
China. Three hundred and ninety-four effective participants were
recruited in the pilot test and 483 effective participants were
recruited in the assessment. The procedure of this study is
shown in Figure 1.

DATA ANALYSIS

Data Analysis of the Interview
The coding method of grounded theory was used in this study.
The data was analyzed according to the procedures of open
coding, axial coding and selective coding. The data was analyzed
line-by-line and combined to develop dimensions, categories
and themes which led to a larger and more comprehensive
understanding of what was examined. Data analysis in this
study began as soon as the participants and researcher started
interacting, and it continued throughout the interviews until
the data was saturated. The point at which no new relevant
information emerge is referred to as saturation (Yin, 2014).
NVIVO 12 software was used to assist data analysis, which
can help organizing, sorting, coding, and categorizing large
amounts of data and can identify and compare patterns and
themes from various perspectives. Figure 2 shows the process of
interview data analysis.

Firstly, the data was carefully examined line by line to
eliminate distortion, doubt and content that might be against
the common sense. Secondly, in open coding, the ideas,
implications and meanings of the text were revealed. The data
was decomposed into individual parts, and then the similarities
and differences were examined and compared in detail, the
events or cases were grouped with similar concepts or associated
meanings into more abstract concepts to discover and establish
categories. The most powerful “meaning unit” in the text was
selected as the coding reference point, and each coding reference
point was numbered, such as “S-01.” Thirdly, on the basis
of open coding, the relationship between various concepts or
categories was found, so as to show the relationship between
each other. Fourthly, selective coding was conducted which
was the process of integration and further refinement of the
theory. Through the systematic analysis and comparison of
all the discovered concepts and categories, a dominant “core
category” was selected, which could pull all the other categories
into a whole, playing the role of “summarization.” NVIVO12

TABLE 1 | Employability framework of business English graduates.

High-order
construct

First-order
construct

Items

Professional
knowledge

English language
skills

English reading ability

Oral English communication ability

English correspondence writing ability

English translation ability

Cross-cultural knowledge and awareness

English terminology

Foreign trade
competencies

Familiarity with the products

Professional knowledge

Basic knowledge of foreign trade

Business negotiation ability

Customer development and tracking

Reasonable quotation

Computer and
internet application
skills

Computer elementary operation

Internet application

Operation on foreign trade platforms

Generic
competencies

Social skills Teamwork

Communication and coordination

Communication and expression

Interpersonal communication

Learning and
development

Quick learning

Active learning

Lifelong learning

Sustainable development

Personal traits Stress resistance

Aesthetic ability

Patience and attentiveness

Confidence

Self-motivated

Thinking ability Analysis, thinking and making judgment

Creative thinking

Analyze and solve problems

Crisis management

Career
management

Career attitude Keep promise

Professionalism

Loyalty

Sense of responsibility

Career and work planning

Industry interest

Service awareness Initiative service

Empathy

Treat customers sincerely

software was used for data management and comparative
analysis of the data. After interview analysis, a framework of
employability for business English graduates was obtained (as
shown in Table 1).
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FIGURE 1 | Procedure of this study.

FIGURE 2 | Process of interview data analysis.

Data Analysis of Pilot Test
Three hundred and ninety-four valid questionnaires were
collected in this pilot test. One hundred and fifty samples were
randomly selected for EFA, and the remaining 244 samples were
used for CFA and validity test.

Exploratory Factor Analysis
The employability framework obtained by the Qualitative
Research was an evaluation structure consisting of three first-
level dimensions and nine second-level dimensions. The three
first-level dimensions were professional knowledge, generic
competencies and career management ability, while the nine
second-level dimensions were English language skills, foreign
trade competencies, computer and internet application skills,
social skills, learning and development, personal traits, thinking
ability, career attitude and service awareness. In this factor
analysis, the KMO value was 0.904 > 0.7, and Bartlett’s sphericity
test result was p < 0.001, which means the scale was suitable for
principal component analysis.

Three first-level dimensions could be extracted, of which
the first factor explanation rate is 37.631% < 40%, and there
are no serious common method biases in the questionnaire.
The load value of each item and corresponding dimension
is higher than 0.5. In addition, the combined reliability (CR)
value of each dimension of the questionnaire is higher than
0.8, and the average variance extraction (AVE) is higher than
0.5, so the questionnaire has good convergent validity and
discriminant validity. As mentioned above, the scale was a two-
level-dimension scale. The value of KMO was 0.941 > 0.7 in the

dimension of professional knowledge ability, which could extract
three secondary dimensions with the factor loading of each item
higher than 0.5, CR value higher than 0.8, and AVE higher
than 0.6; the value of KMO was 0.886 > 0.7 in the dimension
of generic competencies, which could extract four secondary
dimensions with the load value of each item higher than 0.5,
CR value higher than 0.8 and AVE higher than 0.4; the value
of KMO was 0.821 > 0.7 in career management ability, which
could extract three secondary dimensions with the load value of
each item higher than 0.5, CR value higher than 0.8 and AVE
higher than 0.6.

The results above showed that the questionnaire could
be divided into 3 first-level dimensions and 10 second-level
dimensions, and the validity of the questionnaire met the
analysis requirements. The reliability values of the three first-level
dimensions were all higher than 0.7, and the reliability results
of the second-level dimensions were also higher than 0.7. In
summary, the results of this questionnaire survey were of high
stability and acceptable reliability, and the questionnaire items
were of good quality.

The total correlation coefficient of each item of the
questionnaire is higher than 0.3, and the reliability value after
deleting each indicator is not higher than 0.961, so all the items
should be retained. After analyzing the variance, it was found
that the F-value is 19.955, and the corresponding P-value is
0.000 < 0.05, indicating that the items of the questionnaire had
basic discriminating power.

After EFA, the framework of three second-level dimensions
and nine first-level dimensions obtained from the qualitative
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FIGURE 3 | Revised framework after exploratory factor analysis.

TABLE 2 | Reliability of each dimension.

Second-order
dimension

First-order
dimension

No. of
items

Cronbach’s alpha

Professional
Knowledge

English
Language Skills

7 0.943 0.963

Foreign Trade
Competencies

7 0.958

Computer and
Internet
Application
Skills

3 0.841

Generic
Competencies

Thinking
Abilities

3 0.935 0.968

Personal Traits 4 0.934

Learning and
Development

6 0.941

Social Skills 5 0.956

Career
Management
Ability

Work Ethics 5 0.941 0.960

Career Identity
and Planning

3 0.912

Service
Awareness

3 0.920

research were modified into a framework of three second-level
dimensions and 10 first-level dimensions (as shown in Figure 3).

In this study, through qualitative data analysis and exploratory
factor analysis, it was found that the employability of business
English graduates consisted of different dimensions, thus verified

Hypothesis 1: The employability of business English graduates is
multi-dimensional, composed of different dimensions.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the overall reliability of the
questionnaire was 0.974, which was basically consistent with the
reliability of the exploratory factor analysis, of high stability.
The reliability calculation results of each dimension also met the
analysis requirements (as shown in Table 2).

Confirmatory factor analysis results are shown in Table 3
and Figure 4. Each item and the second-order factor loading,
regression coefficients of the second-order factors and the first-
order factors were all higher than 0.5, the CR value was higher
than 0.6, and the calculation results were in line with the
requirements. Besides, the measurement model demonstrated
acceptable model fit of the data. A number of measures generated
by AMOS were also used to evaluate the goodness-of-fit of the
measurement model including the ratio of chi-square/degrees
of freedom, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), incremental fit index
(IFI), comparative fit index (CFI), standardized root mean square
residual (SRMR) and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA). The ratio of chi-square/degrees of freedom is 2.67,
which is below the desired value of 5.0 as recommended by
Schumacker and Lomax (2004). The TLI and IFI values are 0.912
and 0.920, respectively, indicating a good fit (Bentler, 1989; Hair
et al., 2010). Further, CFI (0.919), SRMR (0.05), and RMSEA
(0.066) are within the acceptable levels.

Data Analysis of the Assessment
The Assessment Scale for Business English Graduates’
Employability was used to assess the employability of business
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TABLE 3 | Factor loadings and composite reliability.

Factor Indicator Standard factor loading SE z-Value p-Value CR AVE

EL EL1 0.812 0.051 19.011 0.000 0.944 0.706

EL2 0.860 0.048 20.789 0.000

EL3 0.826 0.048 19.511 0.000

EL4 0.871 0.049 21.237 0.000

EL5 0.868 0.048 21.133 0.000

EL6 0.780 0.052 17.921 0.000

EL7 0.862 0.050 20.905 0.000

FT FT1 0.873 0.052 21.397 0.000 0.959 0.771

FT2 0.885 0.048 21.915 0.000

FT3 0.850 0.050 20.512 0.000

FT4 0.890 0.047 22.097 0.000

FT5 0.893 0.048 22.228 0.000

FT6 0.896 0.049 22.379 0.000

FT7 0.857 0.050 20.788 0.000

CI CI1 0.636 0.055 13.319 0.000 0.853 0.664

CI2 0.902 0.052 21.783 0.000

CI3 0.879 0.052 20.918 0.000

SS SS1 0.930 0.042 23.638 0.000 0.936 0.830

SS2 0.927 0.042 23.502 0.000

SS3 0.876 0.045 21.388 0.000

LD LD1 0.780 0.044 17.936 0.000 0.937 0.789

LD2 0.912 0.040 22.977 0.000

LD3 0.922 0.041 23.420 0.000

LD4 0.932 0.040 23.871 0.000

PT PT1 0.849 0.046 20.392 0.000 0.941 0.728

PT2 0.808 0.045 18.863 0.000

PT3 0.831 0.046 19.695 0.000

PT4 0.871 0.045 21.241 0.000

PT5 0.877 0.043 21.470 0.000

PT6 0.881 0.041 21.658 0.000

TA TA1 0.892 0.042 22.190 0.000 0.956 0.812

TA2 0.860 0.044 20.878 0.000

TA3 0.914 0.042 23.149 0.000

TA4 0.928 0.042 23.746 0.000

TA5 0.911 0.041 23.012 0.000

WE WE1 0.927 0.039 23.740 0.000 0.946 0.779

WE2 0.935 0.039 24.077 0.000

WE3 0.736 0.051 16.575 0.000

WE4 0.919 0.041 23.351 0.000

WE5 0.880 0.041 21.671 0.000

CIP CIP1 0.903 0.044 22.447 0.000 0.917 0.786

CIP2 0.943 0.039 24.174 0.000

CIP3 0.811 0.048 18.906 0.000

SA SA1 0.918 0.041 23.094 0.000 0.921 0.796

SA2 0.917 0.041 23.034 0.000

SA3 0.839 0.044 19.917 0.000

PK EL 0.868 0.053 15.784 0.000 0.882 0.713

FT 0.864 0.056 17.030 0.000

CI 0.800 0.052 11.071 0.000

GC SS 0.816 0.047 17.210 0.000 0.917 0.734

LD 0.864 0.044 15.451 0.000

PT 0.896 0.048 17.669 0.000

TA 0.849 0.045 17.514 0.000

(Continued)
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TABLE 3 | (Continued)

Factor Indicator Standard factor loading SE z-Value p-Value CR AVE

CMA WE 0.894 0.043 19.590 0.000 0.930 0.815

CIP 0.886 0.047 18.382 0.000

SA 0.928 0.043 20.145 0.000

EL, English Language Skills; FT, Foreign Trade Competencies; CI, Computer and Internet Application Skills; SS, Social Skills; LD, Learning and Development; PT, Personal
Traits; TA, Thinking Abilities; WE, Work Ethics; CIP, Career Identity and Planning; SA, Service Awareness; PK, Professional Knowledge; GC, Generic Competencies; CMA,
Career Management Ability.

FIGURE 4 | Result of confirmatory factor analysis.

English graduates, so as to explore the level of their employability,
and to see whether there were significant differences in different
demographic variables, such as different family background,
different institutions and different genders.

The Overall Level of the Employability of Business
English Graduates (Test of Hypothesis 2)
Hypothesis 2 of this study was that the employability of business
English graduates meets the standard of talent training and the
requirements of employers. Since the scale in this study was a
7-point Likert scale, when the score was 4, it indicated that the
conformity was “ordinary.” Therefore, if the average score of the
total scale was greater than 4, it implied that the participants’

employability reaches the standard of talent training and meets
the requirements of the employers.

In order to test Hypothesis 2, this study conducted a one-
sample test on all the samples. It was found that the significance of
English Language Skills (EL) was 0.456 > 0.05, and the other nine
factors were significant, p = 0.000 < 0.05. The 95% confidence
interval of the difference showed that the lower limit of English
Language Skills (EL) was negative, and the upper and lower
limits of the other nine factors were all positive. Therefore, it
could be inferred that except for the factor English Language
Skills (EL), the mean value of the other nine factors affecting the
employability of business English graduates was all >4, among
which the mean value higher than 5 were factors Social Skills (SS),
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Learning and Development (LD), Personal Traits (PT), Work
Ethics (WE), Career Identity and Planning (CIP) and Service
Awareness (SA). The average value of English Language Skills
(EL) is 4.0446, reaching the general level. Therefore, it could
be inferred that Hypothesis 2 was true, and the employability
of business English graduates reaches the standard of talent
training and meets the requirements of employers. Among the
employability skills, English Language Skills (EL) basically meets
the requirements and needs to be further strengthened.

In order to test the specific abilities of business English
graduates in various aspects of English Language Skills (EL)
factor, this study conducted statistical analysis on each variable
of EL factor. The mean value of EL2 (I have good English
listening ability and can communicate with the clients in fluent
spoken English.), EL4 (I can communicate with clients by
correspondence in good English.), EL5 (I can do English-Chinese
translation accurately.) was less than 4, and the mean value
of EL6 (I know the cultures and customs of different clients’
countries, and I will pay attention to the cultural differences in
my communication with clients.) included four items. It could be
inferred that the graduates need to improve their skills in English
listening and oral communication, foreign trade correspondence,
and translation.

Gender Difference in Employability of Business
English Graduates (Test of Hypothesis 3)
Hypothesis 3 of this study was that there is gender difference in
the employability of business English graduates. According to the
results of the Levene’s test of homogeneity of variance, except
for the F-value of the Learning and Development (LD) factor,
which was 0.022, there were no significant differences between
the male and female in the variance of other nine factors. The
significance of English Language Skills (EL) was 0.001 (p < 0.05),
and the significance of Foreign Trade Competencies (FT) was
0.004 (p < 0.05), while the significance of the other eight factors
that affect employability were all greater than 0.05 (p > 0.05).
Therefore, among the 10 factors that affect the employability
of business English graduates, there was no significant gender
difference in the other eight influencing factors except for English
language Skills (EL) factor and Foreign Trade Competencies (FT)
factor. It could be inferred that Hypothesis 3 was true. There
is gender difference in the employability of business English
graduates, which is mainly in “English language skills” and
“foreign trade competencies.” In addition, after the post-hoc test,
it was found that the mean values of male in English Language
Skills (EL) and Foreign Trade Competencies (FT) was higher than
those of female.

Difference in the Employability of Graduates From
Different Places of Origin (Test of Hypothesis 4)
Hypothesis 4 of this study was that there is difference in the
employability of graduates from different places of origin. After
one-way ANOVA analysis, it was found that among the 10 factors
that affect employability, the significance of Work Ethics (WE)
was 0.028 (p < 0.05), and that of the other nine factors was
all greater than 0.05 (p > 0.05). That was to say, among the
factors affecting the employability of business English graduates,

there was difference of student origin in Work Ethics (WE)
factor, while there was no significant difference in the other nine
factors. Since there was significant difference in Work Ethics
(WE), after the post-hoc test, it was found that the graduates from
cities and counties had significant difference in the mean value
of Work Ethics (WE), while there was no significant difference
between graduates from cities and towns and villages in Work
Ethics (WE), and the mean value of the work ethics of graduates
from the city was higher than those from the county. It could
be inferred that Hypothesis 4 was true. There is difference in
the employability of different student origin, mainly in “Work
Ethics.”

Difference in the Employability of Graduates From
Different Institutions (Test of Hypothesis 5)
Hypothesis 5 of this study was that there is difference in the
employability of graduates from different institutions. After
one-way ANOVA analysis, among several factors that affect
employability, the F-value of Foreign Trade Competencies (FT)
was 3.423, p = 0.033 (<0.05), the F-value of Learning and
Development (LD) was 3.585, p = 0.028 (<0.05), and the F-value
of Work Ethics (WE) was 4.359, p = 0.013 (<0.05), while the
significance of other influencing factors was all greater than 0.05
(p > 0.05). In other words, among the ten influencing factors,
there were differences in different institutions in the factors of
Foreign Trade Competencies, Learning and Development, and
Work Ethics, while the other seven factors showed no difference
in different institutions. Due to the significant differences in
Foreign Trade Competencies, Learning and Development and
Work Ethics, after post hoc, it was found that there were
significant differences in Foreign Trade Competencies (FT) and
Work Ethics (WE) between graduates of national demonstrative
vocational colleges and graduates of ordinary vocational colleges.
The mean value of Foreign Trade Competencies (FT) and
Work Ethics (WE) of graduates from the national demonstrative
vocational colleges was higher than that of ordinary vocational
colleges; while there were significant differences in “Learning and
Development” and “Work Ethics” between graduates of national
demonstrative vocational colleges and graduates of provincial
demonstrative vocational colleges. The mean value of “Learning
and Development” and “Work Ethics” of graduates from national
demonstrative vocational colleges was higher than that of
graduates from provincial demonstrative vocational colleges. It
can be inferred that Hypothesis 5 was true. There is difference
in the employability of graduates in different institutions, mainly
in “Foreign Trade Competencies,” “Learning and Development,”
and “Work Ethics.”

DISCUSSION

Employability Is Multi-Dimensional and
Measurable
In this study, the framework of employability for business
English graduates was obtained through mixed-method research.
Based on the characteristics of the post, this study interviewed
different stakeholders to determine the competences required
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by the job, including knowledge, skills and abilities, so as
to judge the individual’s competence for the post, namely,
the individual’s employability. This framework contained three
first-level dimensions and 10 sub-dimensions, indicating that
the employability of business English graduates is a set of
abilities composed of different dimensions, which is consistent
with the previous view that “employability is not a single-
dimensional structure, but consists of parameters with very
different properties” (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005; Fugate and
Kinicki, 2008). It’s a multi-faceted concept with a series of
achievements, including skills, understanding and personal traits.
In this framework, 10 sub-dimensions are included, covering
the core employability that can be widely adapted and qualified
for different job requirements and can be transferred across
different setting, as well as professional ability that meets specific
industry or job requirements. To have good employability, in
addition to mastering the professional skills required by the
job, one should also have the generic competences, so as to be
competent for the current position and get development in the
career. Employability is defined as “skills required not only to gain
employment, but also to progress within an enterprise to achieve
one’s potential and contribute successfully to enterprise strategic
directions” (Department of Education, Science and Training
[DEST], 2002, p. 3).

Employability can be measured, but firstly the concept must
be operationalized. Operationalization is the process of going
from a theoretical concept to a measurable index (Harvey
and MacDonald, 1993). In the survey, it was found that the
employability of business English graduates meets the standards
of talent training, but there is still much room for improvement;
there are some differences in gender, place of origin and higher
education institutions.

The Cultivation of Business English
Majors Should Be Multi-Dimensional
People must be employable both quickly and sustainably in a
constantly evolving environment, which necessitates not only
the acquisition and mastery of the skills and knowledge unique
to their own profession or career, but also the possession of
generic skills, dispositions, and qualities that are transferable
to occupational situations and fields. The cultivation of
employability is not just “transfer of skills,” but it is connected to
graduate identity (Hager and Hodkinson, 2009). Therefore, in the
process of talent cultivation, HEIs should prioritize the diversified
cultivation of students’ abilities. Employability is measured in
different dimensions, which also indicates that the cultivated
talents should have multi-dimensional abilities to address the
needs and growth for the society. In the study, it was found
that some skills and qualities are still in need of enhancement,
and there are some differences in the employability of graduates
from different institutions, which may have been caused by the
curriculum setting and teaching input of the colleges.

Validation processes and module learning outputs can make
employability explicit in classes. As in most fields of study,
effective experience in delivering student employability within
the program necessitates the use of a combination of learning and

teaching methods, including lectures, and individual and group
projects. Successful learning, training, and evaluation projects
can help students make strong, well-founded employability
(Knight and Yorke, 2003, p. 3).

In the development of student employability, it is also worth
noting that graduates should take time to learn and invest in
some essential graduate attributes, such as leadership, teamwork
and coordination. Specific skills should be identified within
disciplinary fields and employers place a strong emphasis on “soft
skills,” which are difficult to describe, distill, or communicate
(Mourshed et al., 2012, p. 67). Thus, it should be a trend for
universities to offer “additional” employability modules as part of
degree programs, focusing on the development of “soft skills” or
“core competencies” in areas such as negotiation and influence,
communication, teamwork or presentation. Career management
is also important in employability skills. Career management
should start as early as students receive higher education, which
should be obligatory and credit-bearing in academic programs
(Bridgstock, 2009). HEIs should also notice that for the students
receiving higher education, it seems more important to help them
learn and raise confidence, self-esteem and ambitions rather than
just focusing narrowly on abilities and skills (Pegg et al., 2012).

Generally speaking, course curricula should be helpful for
employability development. With the diversification of college
types, student sources, characteristics, and socio-economic
backgrounds, HEIs should also adjust the cultivation of students’
employability. HEIs should not cultivate technical personnel with
narrow vision and inflexibility, but must attach importance to
the positive desire to learn and be able to reflect and criticize
in order to cultivate talents who are adaptable, innovative and
capable of leading progress. This is in line with the philosophy
of university education.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Several limitations are discussed as follows. First, this study
was about the employability of business English graduates.
The samples were recruited from different types of colleges in
Fujian Province. These samples were not sufficient to represent
the nationwide situation. It is recommended to expand the
scope of sampling and recruit more participants from different
provinces in future research. Second, comparative studies could
be conducted from the process of talent cultivation to find out
the reasons for the differences in the employability of graduates
from different institutions while the study compared the results
of the employability assessment of graduates. Third, the factors
of employability should be diversified, including both internal
and external factors, while this study focused primarily on
internal factors that graduate employability without considering
the impact of external factors. In future research, the influence of
external factors on employability could be studied.
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APPENDIX

Appendix I:

Interview outline for junior foreign trade practitioners.

1 What was your biggest confusion when you first started doing foreign trade? (Follow up and ask for specific examples.)

2 Is there any work experience that impressed you? How did you deal with it?

3 What do you think is the most important ability to do a good job in foreign trade? Can you give some practical examples?

4 How do you feel about your performance? (Why it’s good, or why it’s not good enough)

5 Is the knowledge learned at college useful at work? How does it connect with the work?

6 What knowledge and abilities do you think colleges should teach so that you can adapt more quickly when you enter the foreign trade industry?

7 Why do you think the top performers in your company do well? Can you give specific examples?

8 What are the main reasons for underperforming people in your company? Can you give specific examples?

9 What are the advantages and disadvantages of being male (female) in foreign trade industry? Can you give some specific examples?

Appendix II:

Interview outline for senior foreign trade practitioners.

1 Why did you choose to work in the foreign trade industry?

2 Is there any experience at work that impressed you in particular? How did you deal with it? Could you tell me more about it?

3 What kind of abilities do you think you possess so that you can be in this industry for so long?

4 What skills are needed to do a good job in foreign trade? Can you give some examples?

5 In what ways do you improve your ability and make yourself better in the foreign trade industry?

6 There are many business English graduates entering the foreign trade industry now, are there around you? What skills do they need to improve? Can you give
specific examples? How do you think it can be improved?

7 Do you think there are gender differences in the foreign trade industry? Who is more suitable for this industry, male or female? Or, who will do better?

Appendix III:

Interview outline for employers.

1 What abilities do companies value when recruiting employees? Are these competencies necessary for the job? Why?

2 Are there any employees who have particularly impressed you? Can you tell me more about it?

3 What qualifications do you think a person should possess in order to take root and develop in foreign trade industry?

4 How long does it take for fresh graduates to adapt to the job when they first enter the workforce? (Why does it take so long?)

5 Is there any gap between the teaching and training in the college and the requirements of your company? What are these gaps mainly reflected in?

6 Does your company have a gender bias in employee recruitment? Why?

7 Do you have any comments or suggestions for colleges in talent cultivation?

Appendix IV:

Interview outline for senior business English teachers.

1 How many students does your business English major enroll each year? What about the employment situation of the graduates?

2 What employability do you think a graduate should have in order to find a suitable job in foreign trade?

3 Does the college take these aspects into account in its curriculum? What courses are offered to develop their employability?

4 Have you found any abilities in which students are relatively weak?

5 Do you think the capabilities of business English graduates match the requirements of enterprises? What improvements need to be made?

6 Does the college have rules and regulations for teachers to go to enterprises for further training? Can you tell us about it?
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, business managers are facing many challenges from
a severe challenge. Many organizations have changed their original management mode
and organizational behavior to improve employees’ organizational citizenship behavior,
thus reducing their sense of anxiety and incapability. Thereinto, job performance of the
employees also affects the growth and development of the organization. To explore
how to fragment employees’ positive psychology and job performance, this study
discusses the influence on employees’ subjective wellbeing and job performance
from relevant factors at the organizational and individual levels. Also, to explore the
influence of organizational support and occupation self-efficacy on job performance
and the mediating role of subjective wellbeing during COVID-19, a total of 618 valid
questionnaires were collected from all walks of life in 2020. Hypotheses were tested
by structural equation modeling and Bootstrap technology. The results show that: (1)
Professional self-efficacy and subjective wellbeing have a significant positive impact on
job performance; (2) Subjective wellbeing plays a complete mediating role between
organizational support and job performance, and subjective wellbeing plays a partial
mediating role between professional self-efficacy and job performance; (3) Compared
with the sense of organizational support, the positive effect of self-efficacy on job
performance is more significant.

Keywords: perceived organizational support, occupation self-efficacy, subjective wellbeing, job performance,
COVID-19

INTRODUCTION

The outbreak and spread of the COVID-19 at the end of 2019 is a major crisis event that the world
faces, which makes all organizations encounter unprecedented challenges in a sudden. External
crisis events often give rise to increased uncertainty for staff and pose a direct threat to the
performance and survival capability of the organization (Carnevale and Hatak, 2020). For instance,
the face-to-face communication for a large number of employees in the information service and
banking industries has had to be replaced by the online communication during the pandemic,
giving rise to the reduction of work efficiency and thus job performance. The low work efficiency
often has a negative effect on the business efficiency and profitability of the entire organization,
which makes the discussion on employees’ job performance become essential (De Clercq et al., 2019;
Lee et al., 2021). Job performance has always been the focus within the organization (Downes et al.,
2021). During the pandemic, organizational performance is the key factor to establish the survival
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capability of the organization. Thereby, studying the job
performance of employees in enterprises under the circumstances
of COVID-19 is quite necessary.

Since the job performance of employees is largely affected by
the resources owned by them (Hobfoll, 2001; Buchwald, 2010;
Barnett et al., 2012), employees often face the loss of internal
and external resources in crisis events (Jemini-Gashi et al., 2019).
The job demands-resources model usually emphasizes (Bakker
et al., 2005) that both external and internal resources can relieve
the work stress for employees and promote their performance
at work. Thus, to maintain the employees performance during
a global crisis, it is necessary to provide support for the external
resources at the organizational level and motivate employees to
improve the internal individual resources.

In regard to the discussion on the effect of external resources
on job performance, there are relatively much more studies on
the effect of perceived organizational support on job performance
(Lee et al., 2021), for employees are inevitably linked to all
kinds of organizational support in the daily work. As a kind
of external work resource, the organizational support includes
not only support of intimacy and support of respect, but
also instrumental support such as information, instrument and
equipment, etc. (McMillan, 1997; Akgunduz et al., 2018). One
of the most prominent features of the pandemic during 2020
lies in the increasing number of people who work at home.
Since work-at-home is a new form of work that is different from
the traditional one, the organizational support for employees is
especially important (Pahlevan Sharif et al., 2018). Because if
there is no instrumental support provided by the organization,
it is quite different for employees to carry out work, and they
are more eager to have emotional support from the organization
during this period. Thus, the organizational support during the
pandemic plays a significant role in the job performance of
employees (Akgunduz et al., 2018; Meyers et al., 2019). As for the
discussion on the effect of internal resources on job performance,
there are many pieces of research in terms of psychological capital
(Luthans et al., 2005; Choi et al., 2019). Individual psychological
capital is generally more important than human capital and
social capital, which is a core psychological factor to promote
individual development and improve job performance, as well
as the key to enhance organizational competitiveness (Luthans
et al., 2004; Lin and Si, 2010). In a general way, psychological
capital contains four dimensions of self-efficacy, hope, optimism
and restoring force, among which self-efficacy is the individual
internal resource that has the most significant effect on job
performance (De Clercq et al., 2019; Downes et al., 2021). Besides,
previous research report that self-efficacy plays a vital role in
improving individual performance in the face of dilemma (Amini
and Noroozi, 2018; Jemini-Gashi et al., 2019; Liguori et al., 2019).
Meanwhile, there is research indicating that compared with
general self-efficacy, occupational self-efficacy is more suitable for
studying employees in enterprises (Rigotti et al., 2008). Thus, in
this paper, it is considered that the occupational self-efficacy of
employees during the pandemic is an important kind of internal
resource that influences job performance.

According to conservation of resource theory, both perceived
organizational support and occupational self-efficacy belong to

resources beneficial to individual development (Hobfoll, 2002;
Akgunduz et al., 2018). Through acquiring these two kinds
of resources, the subjective wellbeing of employees can be
improved and the stress of employees can be kept down (Liguori
et al., 2019; Meyers et al., 2019). In the organizational context,
subjective wellbeing often plays a significant positive effect on job
performance (Stallman et al., 2018), and the employees who have
perceived of wellbeing tend to have a better performance, and
relatively speaking, they are more inclined to make achievements
and gain performance (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Thompson
et al., 2017). More importantly, when faced with crises such as
the pandemic, the subjective wellbeing of employees provides
great theoretical and practical significance to assist enterprises
in overcoming difficulties and achieving the resumption of
work and production (Carnevale and Hatak, 2020). Hence,
the subjective wellbeing is taken as the mediating variable in
this research for further exploring the intrinsic influencing
mechanism of perceived organizational support and occupational
self-efficacy on job performance during the pandemic.

Based on the above analysis, the research takes the
conservation of resource theory as the research perspective,
aims to explore the relationships among perceived organizational
support, occupational self-efficacy, subjective wellbeing, and
job performance during the pandemic. Thus, the aims of
this study aims are: (1) from the organizational level and
individual level, explore the effect that perceived organizational
support and occupational self-efficacy which are regarded as
external and internal resources play on subjective wellbeing
and job performance during the pandemic. (2) Whether the
subjective wellbeing of employees during the pandemic plays
a mediating role in the effect on job performance brought by
perceived organizational support and occupational self-efficacy.
The innovational aspects are: (1) it is empirically examined that
internal and external resources play a simultaneous effect on job
performance, and comparison and analysis are made to reveal
the influence level that internal and external resources bring to
job performance. (2) It enriches the research mechanism for
job performance in crisis situations, which starts from internal
and external resources and conducts via the path of subjective
wellbeing, and then have an effect on job performance.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND
HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

The Conservation of Resource Theory
The conservation of resource theory is often employed to discuss
the adjustments and adaption of supply and demand status of
individual resources. As indicated by the theory, individuals
would take actions to acquire, conserve, protect and cultivate
their valued resources in order to achieve a balance between
supply and demand of such individual resources (Hobfoll, 1989;
Harju et al., 2016; Hobfoll et al., 2018; De Clercq et al.,
2019), which is called resource acquisition. On the contrary,
resource loss is a key factor that constitutes the stress reaction
mechanism. Individuals will feel psychologically uncomfortable
when individuals suffer the potential or actual resource losses and
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face the failure in gaining return on input resources (Bruning and
Campion, 2018; Zhang and Parker, 2019). Hobfoll (1989) defined
resources as objects (e.g., remuneration for work), conditions
(e.g., integrity of management systems), personal characteristics
(e.g., personality trait), and energies (including intrinsic energies
such as inner feeling, and extrinsic energies such as being
recognized and sense of achievement) (Hobfoll et al., 2018).
Confronted with work pressure, individuals will react with all
their owned resources, and the negative impact of pressure will
show up when individuals feel the insufficiency of resources in
the case of continuous loss but lack of replenishment of resources
(Carnevale et al., 2018; Zhou et al., 2019). On the contrary,
individuals will feel less stressed if they are able to properly
conserve existing resources and replenish new ones (Kuijpers
et al., 2020). Given this, based on the conservation of resource
theory, this study aims to discuss whether employees under
challenges and risks brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic
can improve their positive wellbeing in life and work, and further
enhance their job performance when organizations provide
effective organizational support and strengthen the employees’
belief in completing tasks. Furthermore, this study will be an
enrichment for the conservation of resource theory.

Subjective Wellbeing
Subjective wellbeing usually refers to a state in which a person
is dominated by positive emotions and less pessimistic emotions
occur during a certain period (Diener et al., 2009). Some scholars
argued that wellbeing is the subjective emotional experience from
an individual, which represents people’s demands and values by
virtue of real life (Kurtessis et al., 2017; Meyers et al., 2019). The
subjective wellbeing of people is a kind of positive psychological
feeling perceived by an individual for his or her own existing
conditions, which is generated by the combined effect of many
elements (Meyers et al., 2019). As for subjective wellbeing, such
features like subjectivity, relative stability, and integrity are given
prominence. Subjective means making judgments about one’s
own life satisfaction and emotional state by individual standards
rather than uniform standards (Kurtessis et al., 2017). Relative
stability indicates that one individual makes judgments about a
long-term life satisfaction and emotional experience rather than
a temporary period of state. Integrity refers to the comprehensive
judgments made about the indicators of life quality related
to one’s own positive emotions, pessimistic emotions, and life
satisfaction (Diener, 1984; Lee et al., 2021).

For the past few years, positive psychology has attracted more
and more attention from the academic circle. Correspondingly,
subjective wellbeing which is viewed as part of the main research
content of positive psychology, has gradually become the focus
of attention from the academic circle. From aspect of positive
psychology, it serves to explore self-psychological adjustment and
the macro-consciousness of the individual’s inner self; a sense
of evaluating the function of the self in life through public and
social norms; and lastly, emotional wellbeing as the individual’s
awareness and assessment of the emotional state of self-life (Gillet
et al., 2012; Evans et al., 2017). A study by DeNeve indicates
that positive strength such as self-efficacy, social support, and
extroversion plays a positive effect on individual subjective

wellbeing (DeNeve, 1999). Moreover, a study by Diener and
Chan (2011) has shown that the improvement of subjective
wellbeing contributes to individual physical health, which is also
conducive to stimulating their creativity and problem-solving
skill, as well as motivating prosocial behaviors and higher level
of work engagement (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). Thus, improving
subjective wellbeing may imperceptibly facilitate individual
employees to be involved in harder and more intelligent work
within the organization.

The Relationships Among Perceived
Organizational Support, Subjective
Wellbeing and Job Performance
Perceived organizational support was first proposed by
Eisenberger et al. (1986). It is defined as an integral perception
from employees that whether the organization values their
own performance and cares about their own material benefits
(Eisenberger et al., 1986; Akgunduz et al., 2018; Wang et al.,
2020). According to the conservation of resource theory, an
individual usually needs to depend on various resources for
the maintenance of current situations and growth (Kurtessis
et al., 2017; Liguori et al., 2019). Thus, an individual not only
needs to conserve and utilize the existing internal resources,
but also necessarily explores and acquires external resources
in need (Lee et al., 2021). As a kind of resource, the support
from the organization cannot only provide assistance for
employees, but also resolve difficulties during their work, thus
contributing to the improvement of job performance during their
work. Eisenberger et al. (1986) found that when employees have
personal experience of the support, care and recognition from the
organization, they will show good job performance. He argued
that the organizational support for employees can enhance the
dependence of employees on the organization, so as to improve
the recognition and expectation for the organizational goals
(Meyers et al., 2019). It has been confirmed in the meta-analysis
on perceived organizational support conducted by Hurt et al.
(2017) that perceived organizational support plays a positive
effect on job performance. Aselage and Eisenberger (2003)
considered that the perceived organizational support is a positive
commitment, and once employees perceive of the support
from the organization, they will be dedicated to assisting the
organization with its goals. As such, this study proposes the
following hypothesis:

H1: Perceived organizational support plays a positive impact
on job performance.

A study by Diener (2012) has indicated that the social
environment in which people exist mainly refers to social
support from others and interpersonal relationship with others,
which influences the individual evaluation of life and wellbeing
perceived by them (Diener, 2012). Based on the conservation
of resource theory, when an individual acquires the resource
of organizational support, it can contribute to resisting against
stress for employees and enhancing the subjective wellbeing
(Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll et al., 2018). Thereinto, the emotional
support for employees from the enterprise is the part of perceived
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organizational support which plays the most influential role
in the subjective wellbeing of employees, and the support of
instrument and information is the second most influential
(Wang et al., 2020). Now there are many pieces of research
that have confirmed the positive correlation between perceived
organizational support and subjective wellbeing (Pahlevan Sharif
et al., 2018). Caesens et al. (2016) argued that due to the different
work experience, the same individual has different perception
of perceived organizational support in a few weeks, and it is
found that the perceived organizational support in each week
plays a positive effect on the subjective wellbeing in each week
by influencing the engagement in work. In the research on
the relationship between perceived organizational support and
subjective wellbeing of Chinese nurses conducted by Yu et al.
(2019), it is found that perceived organizational support is a
major element influencing subjective wellbeing via hierarchical
regression. Thus, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

H2: Perceived organizational support plays a positive impact
on subjective wellbeing.

When employees feel organizational support, the external
resources will be increased, thus making them perceive of
wellbeing (Lee et al., 2021). The wellbeing of employees during
their work is significant both for enterprises and individuals,
because positive emotions can both broaden people’s intelligence,
physiological and social resources, and be conserved as a kind of
resource for employees to seize job opportunities, face challenges
and improve job performance (Kurtessis et al., 2017; Meyers
et al., 2019). There is much evidence showing that an employee
with wellbeing is more inclined to achieve success in many fields
(Yang, 2014; Pahlevan Sharif et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2020).
Oswald et al. (2015) confirmed by comparing the experimental
group with the control group that the improvement of wellbeing
can affect the improvement of production efficiency, indicating
a causal relationship between wellbeing and job performance
(Huang et al., 2019). Based on the associated data of employers
and employees, Bryson et al. (2017) investigated the relationship
between subjective wellbeing and job performance of British
employees, resulting in a significant correlation between work
satisfaction in the workplace and job performance. The mediating
role of subjective wellbeing in job performance has also been
verified by many scholars. Darvishmotevali and Ali (2020) found
from an investigation of hotel staff in Tehran, Iran that subjective
wellbeing mediates between organizational support and job
performance. Thus, this study proposes the following hypotheses:

H3: Subjective wellbeing plays a positive impact on job
performance.

H4: Subjective wellbeing plays a mediating role between
perceived organizational support and job performance.

The Relationships Among Occupational
Self-Efficacy, Subjective Wellbeing and
Job Performance
The concept of self-efficacy was initially proposed by Bandura
(1977), which refers to an individual’s judgment of his or her

capability of engaging in certain activities. Self-efficacy can
generally be classified into two types, that is, general self-efficacy
and domain-specific self-efficacy (Alisic et al., 2020; Downes et al.,
2021). Occupational self-efficacy belongs to domain-specific self-
efficacy, which is developed based on self-efficacy, and is generally
defined as “the generic terms for a series of behavioral efficacy
judgments about occupational adjustments and range of choice
during the job selection of individuals” (Lent and Hackett, 1987;
De Clercq et al., 2019).

An individual usually owns the capability of perceiving self-
efficacy, the self-efficacy perceived by the individual is generally
in direct proportion to the efforts paid and endurance (Seo and
Ilies, 2009; Downes et al., 2021). Those people who hold a high
belief of self-efficacy usually persist in work for longer time, and
search for more challenging tasks, eventually leading to higher
performance (De Clercq et al., 2019). While testing the construct
validity of the occupational self-efficacy scale, Rigotti et al.
(2008) found that there is a correlativity between occupational
self-efficacy and perceived performance. Chae and Park (2020)
conducted an investigation among 140 key employees and their
colleagues from 15 industries in South Korea, and found that the
personal characteristic of general self-efficacy plays a significant
positive effect on job performance. In combination with social
cognitive theory and social comparison theory, Downes et al.
(2021) suggested that employees with a high level of job-based
self-efficacy will set higher task goals and make full use of their
capabilities to achieve superior performance. To sum up, it can be
expected that employees with high occupational self-efficacy are
more inclined to have better job performance. Thus, this study
develops hypothesis as follows:

H5: Occupational self-efficacy plays a positive impact on job
performance.

Self-efficacy usually shows the level of self-confidence for
individuals. A high degree of self-efficacy generally represents
a high level of self-confidence. Individuals with strong self-
confidence are more likely to have positive emotions, which is
conducive to enhancing the experience of wellbeing at work
(Jemini-Gashi et al., 2019). Currently, there are a number of
studies which have confirmed that self-efficacy and subjective
wellbeing are positively correlated to a significant extent. For
instance, scholars from Israeli have found that prenatal self-
efficacy of pregnant women plays a significantly positive effect
on postpartum subjective wellbeing (Miri et al., 2016). From
the perspective of social acceptance, scholars have explored
the relationship mechanism between self-efficacy and subjective
wellbeing, and found that self-efficacy plays a significantly
positive effect on the subjective wellbeing of individuals.

Being a positive personality trait, self-efficacy is regarded
as one of the forms of individual resources (Hobfoll, 2002;
Lee et al., 2021). According to the conservation of resource
theory, an individual will strive to acquire and maintain
valuable resources and turn them into positive results. The
gain of resources corresponds to the increase of subjective
wellbeing, which indicates the increase of positive emotions
and the decrease of negative emotions at work (Hobfoll, 1989).
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FIGURE 1 | Research framework.

Based on the job demands-resources model, Huang et al.
(2019) examines relationship between self-efficacy and wellbeing
of teachers in primary schools, and the results show that
self-efficacy will have a positive impact on enthusiasm and
contentment in wellbeing, but a negative impact on anxiety
and depression. When the positive emotions of employees at
work are more than the negative emotions, their working
enthusiasm will be improved, thus eventually leading to high job
performance. On this basis, this study develops hypotheses as
follows:

H6: Occupational self-efficacy plays a positive impact on
subjective wellbeing.

H7: Subjective wellbeing plays a mediating role between
perceived organizational support and job performance.

Based on the above hypothesis, this study proposes the
following research framework Figure 1.

METHODOLOGY

Sampling
This study aims to understand the psychological characteristics
of frontline staff during major events, especially during the
COVID-19 pandemic. It explores the relationship between
perceived organizational support, subjective wellbeing and job
performance. As there are different quarantine procedures in
different countries, and the pandemic plays different influences
on people’s psychological characteristics, it is impracticable
to take each country as a sample. Thus, purposive sampling
is adopted, and several conditions will be established during
sampling so as to improve the representativeness of the
research samples. First, mainland China, where the pandemic
was most severe in the beginning, was selected as the
main area for sampling, and the quarantine policy was
the strictest. Thus, it is representative to a certain extent.
Second, to understand the psychological characteristics of front-
line staff, it is necessary to focus on those who actually

face customers, and the service industry was adopted as
the main industry. Third, while filling the questionnaire,
all the samples were already at work, rather than being
isolated at home. This study takes the front-line staff in the
service industry, excluding the staff in the catering service
industry, as the study population in order to accurately collect
representative samples. In this study, copies of electronic
questionnaire were sent, and 680 copies of questionnaire were
collected. 618 copies of valid questionnaire were obtained after
excluding invalid ones. The sample background is shown in
Table 1.

Measures
Vineland Social Maturity Scale extensively used in foreign
studies was adopted in this study, and experts and students
majoring in English were invited to translate the scale for
several times to ensure the accuracy of the language expression
in the questionnaire. Likert five-point scale was generally
used in the questionnaire except for items about personal
background information, with 1 representing strongly disagree
and 5 indicating strongly agree. Perceived organizational support
adopted the scale revised by Akgunduz et al. (2018) that was
based on the original scale developed by Eisenberger et al. (1986),
and it includes a total of 8 measuring items, such as “The
organization appreciates any extra effort from me” and “The
organization would listen any complaint from me.” Occupational
self-efficacy adopted the scale revised by Rigotti et al. (2008),
and it was revised to integrate 6 items of higher reliability and
validity, such as “I can remain calm when facing difficulties
in my job because I can rely on my abilities” and “When I
am confronted with a problem in my job, I can usually find
several solutions.” Subjective wellbeing adopted the scale revised
by Keyes (2005), which owns three measuring dimensions of
emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing, as well as 12
measuring items, such as “In general, I consider myself very
happy at work” and “Compared to most of my other colleagues,
I consider myself happier.” Job performance adopted the scale
revised by Chiang and Hsieh (2012) based on previous studies,
with a total of 6 measuring items, such as “Fulfilling specific
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TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics of research samples.

Variable Sample size Percentage (%) Variable Sample size Percentage (%)

Gender Hold a managerial position

Male 346 55.987 Yes 198 32.039

Female 272 44.013 No 420 67.961

Age Company size

20–30 344 55.663 Less than 100 people 144 23.301

31–40 150 24.272 100–300 people 114 18.447

41–50 103 16.667 300–500 people 68 11.003

51–60 19 3.074 500–1,000 people 119 19.256

More than 60 2 0.324 More than 1,000 people 173 27.994

Education Type of industry

High school 175 28.317 Catering service 42 6.796

Junior college 148 23.948 Information service 40 6.472

Undergraduate 241 38.997 Electrical and Electronic 56 9.061

Master 54 8.738 Bio-manufacturing 10 1.618

Marital status Financial service 33 5.340

Married 285 46.117 Educational services 48 7.767

Unmarried 317 51.294 Other industries 389 62.945

Divorced 16 2.589 Work online during pandemic

Work years Yes 371 60.032

Less than 1 85 13.754 No 247 39.968

1–5 years 256 41.424 Online working time per day

6–10 years 113 18.285 Less than 1 h 113 18.285

11–15 years 61 9.871 1–3 h 171 27.670

16–20 years 46 7.443 3–5 h 121 19.579

More than 21 57 9.223 5–7 h 89 14.401

More than 7 h 124 20.065

job responsibilities” and “Meeting performance standards and
expectations.”

Data Analysis Strategy
This study tested the hypotheses of the research framework and
included paths via structural equation modeling. The hypotheses
of the research framework are tested and paths are included
in this study via structural equation modeling. We verified
the reliability and validity using SPSS 23.0 and IBM-AMOS
23.0 before the construction of a structural model. In order to
test the construct validity, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
was performed using IBM-AMOS statistical program, v. 23.0
for Windows. Finally, partial least squares structural equation
modeling (PLS-SEM) was adopted to construct the structural
model; specifically, verification of the structural model was
performed using SmartPLS 3.0 (path analysis).

RESULTS

Measurement Model
Table 2 shows the results: Cronbach’s α scores are from 0.713
to 0.900, showing the high internal consistency of all constructs.
Similarly, the combined reliabilities of all constructs are high,
from 0.920 to 0.940. Moreover, we measured convergent validity
and discriminant validity. The CRs of all constructs are above

0.7, and the AVEs are higher than 0.50 (Hua and Wang,
2019), showing sufficient convergent validity. Furthermore, to
examine discriminant validity, we compared the square root of
the AVE and the cross-correlations among the latent constructs
(Li et al., 2018). The square root of AVE for each latent construct
(see Table 2) is greater than its cross-correlation with other
constructs, confirming discriminant validity.

To keep the study from being influence by severe common
method biases, AMOS 23 was adopted in this study to test the
bifactor model with method factors added on the basis of a
4-factor model (Podsakoff et al., 2003). As shown in Table 3,
after method factors were added on the basis of the 4-factor
model, CFI and TLI increased by 0.01 and did not exceed 0.1,
RMSEA decreased by 0.008 and SRMR declined by 0.024, all
of which did not exceed 0.05, indicating that there exists no
significant change in the model fitting index, and there is no
severe common method bias.

Inner Model Analysis
Partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM)
was adopted to construct the structural model; specifically,
verification of the structural model was performed using
SmartPLS 3.0 (path analysis). According to Hair et al. (2017), this
study assessed the R2, beta (β) and t-value. Their suggestions also
emphasized the predictive relevance (Q2) as well as the effect sizes
(f 2). In the structural model, R2-values obtained for subjective
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TABLE 2 | Measurement model.

1 2 3 4 5 6

1.Organizational support

2.Self-efficacy 0.446

3.Emotional wellbeing 0.629 0.632

4.Psychological wellbeing 0.595 0.689 0.832

5.Social wellbeing 0.551 0.643 0.797 0.824

6.Job performance 0.391 0.640 0.564 0.627 0.597

Mean 3.380 3.971 3.796 3.829 3.928 3.883

SD 0.787 0.683 0.744 0.709 0.713 0.600

Cronbach’s α 0.919 0.898 0.903 0.894 0.913 0.907

AVE 0.675 0.831 0.776 0.760 0.794 0.682

CR 0.939 0.937 0.933 0.927 0.939 0.928x

TABLE 3 | Results of common method bias.

Model cmin cmin/df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

1-factor model 3760.545 22.121 0.629 0.585 0.185 0.125

2-factor model 2723.662 16.116 0.736 0.703 0.157 0.129

3-factor model 1690.444 10.122 0.842 0.821 0.122 0.111

4-factor model 444.579 2.761 0.971 0.965 0.053 0.047

wellbeing (R2 = 0.626) and job performance (R2 = 0.490) were
larger than 0.3. Prior to hypotheses testing, the values of the
variance inflation factor (VIF) were determined. The VIF values
were less than 5, ranging from 1.257 to 2.673. Thus, there were no
multicollinearity problems among the predictor latent variables
(Hair et al., 2017).

Figure 2 shows the results of the hypothesized relationships
and standardized coefficients in inner model. The results showed
that perceived organizational support (β = −0.025, f 2 = 0.001,
p > 0.1) was not significantly related to job performance,
which not supporting H1. However, perceived organizational
support (β = 0.415, f 2 = 0.366, p < 0.001) was positively and
significantly related to subjective wellbeing, supporting H2. In
addition, our results found that subjective wellbeing (β = 0.392,
f 2 = 0113, p < 0.001) was positively and significantly related
to job performance, supporting H3. The results found that
occupational self-efficacy was positively and significantly related
to subjective wellbeing (β = 0.512, f 2 = 0.557, p < 0.001) and
job performance (β = 0.383, f 2 = 0.147, p < 0.001), supporting
H5 and H6. The Stone-Geisser Q2-values obtained through the
blindfolding procedures for subjective wellbeing (Q2 = 0.543) and
job performance (Q2 = 0.325) were larger than zero, supporting
the model has predictive relevance (Hair et al., 2017).

Examination of Mediating Effects
Subjective wellbeing in the structural model can be regarded as
mediating variable. In order to understand whether subjective
wellbeing has mediating effects, a bootstrapping procedure is
further carried out on the structural model. Results displayed in
Table 4 indicated that indirect effects of subjective wellbeing were
supported, which supporting H4 and H7. It shows that the setting
of mediating variable plays an important role in the structural
model. In particular, subjective wellbeing, similar to the results

of previous studies, can highlight the effects of antecedents in
the model, forming strong positive psychology, which are then
reflected in the outcome variables.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

Discussion
Based on the conservation of resource theory, the study
establishes a verifiable conceptual framework, and discusses
the impact of internal and external resources on employees’
subjective wellbeing and job performance from the concept
of internal and external resources. First, the findings show
that perceived organizational support and occupational self-
efficacy (H2 and H6), as external and internal resources, play
a positive impact on subjective wellbeing in the context of
the COVID-19 pandemic. These implied that the intrinsic
psychological motivation arising from employees’ behaviors
become more important in the positive psychology. The result
is in concert with the previous studies that job resources
involve physical, psychological, social, and organizational aspects
(Harju et al., 2016). It cannot only assist employees in better
implementing the work target, but also stimulate their personal
growth and development. High internal and external resources
provide employees with confidence in contending with work
challenges and difficulties, and improve adaptation to the
external high-risk environment and endow employees with
more positive psychological quality, that is, to increase their
subjective wellbeing.

Furthermore, the research findings show that, among
antecedents in job performance, only occupational self-efficacy
plays a positive and significant impact (H5). Such result is
similar to that of previous studies (Hochwarter et al., 2006;
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FIGURE 2 | Results of structural model. *** of p < 0.001.

TABLE 4 | Indirect effect of structural model.

Paths Std. β Std. error t-value Decision

Perceived organizational support→ Subjective wellbeing→ Job performance 0.162*** 0.034 4.731 Support

Occupational self-efficacy→ Subjective wellbeing→ Job performance 0.201** 0.048 4.200 Support

** if p < 0.01; *** if p < 0.001.

Downes et al., 2021). Occupational self-efficacy is a kind of
valuable individual resource for employees, which can increase
the reserve of employees’ own psychological resources, improve
the probability of getting the value-added spiral for employees,
reduce the possibility of falling into the lost spiral, thus
promoting the positive performance of employees and avoiding
negative phenomena, such as job burnout or stress derived from
resource depletion, as far as possible (Hobfoll, 2002), to improve
job performance.

Research findings show that the relationship between
perceived organizational support and job performance was
insignificant (H1), which is different from previous arguments of
scholars (Aselage and Eisenberger, 2003; Hurt et al., 2017). One
of the possible reason is that perceived organizational support
is a static resource supply, which is only the accumulation of
static resources without being applied or integrated, and it
fails to be reflected in actual job performance. As Watt and
Hargis (2010) mentioned, perceived organizational support that
changes depending on the impact of the organization and the
external environment will affect employees’ interpretation of
perceived organizational support and organizational motivation,
and only by strengthening and integrating other factors can
the impact on job performance be presented. Finally, the
discussion on antecedent variables of job performance is
expanded. At present, despite there are many domestic and
foreign studies on job performance and various antecedent
variables, there are few studies on antecedent variables
of job performance from organizational and individual
aspects. In addition, occupational self-efficacy is regarded
as the mediating effect between perceived organizational
support and job performance in most previous studies
(Alisic and Wiese, 2020). In addition to occupational self-
efficacy, research findings show that subjective wellbeing
has positive and significant impact on job performance
(H3). This is consistent with the arguments of Bryson et al.

(2017); Darvishmotevali and Ali (2020), and Lee et al. (2021)
that employees can ensure the fulfillment of tasks securely
under uncertainties and high risks when they feel the intense
wellbeing. This finding also implies that a positive psychological
attitude significantly facilitates employees to improve their
job performance.

Meanwhile, through testing the mediating effect, it is found
that subjective wellbeing plays a complete mediating role among
perceived organizational support, occupational self-efficacy, and
job performance (H4 and H7). Perceived organizational support
and occupational self-efficacy that employees own influence
job performance via the meditating mechanism of subjective
wellbeing. Such result is consistent with that from Watt and
Hargis (2010) and Lee Lee et al. (2021). Perceived organizational
support that employees feel is direct, and their judgment of
occupational self-efficacy only stays at the superficial cognitive
level, while the subjective wellbeing is the sublimation and
further summary of the two. When employees feel wellbeing,
they will usually achieve good job performance. It supports
the early findings from scholars that wellbeing from work
plays a mediating effect on job performance, which is one of
the intrinsic psychological motivations affecting employees’ job
performance (Lee et al., 2021). However, differing from the
studies of Lent et al. (2016) and Meyers et al. (2019), this
study also considers psychological effects of global environmental
events, and enriches the theoretical model and mediating role of
subjective wellbeing.

Managerial Implications
First, organizations strive to provide employees with various
kinds of support they need at work. Organizations should first
show respect and emotional support to employees. Especially
during crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic, humanized care from
organizations can make employees feel warm, which contributes
to enhancing their sense of belonging and making them work
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harder. Second, it is worth noting that enterprises necessarily
provide employees with instrumental support when they are
at work, especially when working at home, more convenient
online office conditions provided by organizations are necessary,
thus unnecessary work difficulties are reduced to ensure the
accomplishment of performance.

Second, occupational self-efficacy, as a kind of occupational
self-efficacy in a specific field, is not as stable as other personality
traits (Caesens and Stinglhamber, 2014), and has certain
plasticity. Thus, organizations can enhance the occupational
self-efficacy of employees through persuasion, encouragement,
training, and other ways. Administrators need to realize that,
comparing with advanced technology, work experience or
occupational skills, positive internal resources of employees
often play a greater role in job performance. In view of this,
enterprises should formulate reasonable strategies to enhance
the occupational self-efficacy of employees, so as to improve
their job performance. Besides, from the individual aspect,
employees should cultivate their consciousness of occupational
self-efficacy in daily work to increase their individual resources
of personality traits, so that they are provided with enough
resources when facing crisis events to keep job performance
from being affected.

Finally, organizations should emphasize and strive to
improve the subjective wellbeing of employees at work. The
findings show that perceived organizational support affects
job performance completely through subjective wellbeing, and
occupational self-efficacy partly influences job performance
through subjective wellbeing. Thereby, making employees
own and maintain high subjective wellbeing is quite vital
for improving job performance. Organizations can improve
employees’ subjective wellbeing by providing employees with a
good environment for growth, convenient work facilities, regular
care, fair and equitable working regulation, and harmonious
interpersonal relationships.

Research Limitations and Suggestions
for Future Studies
One disadvantage of this study lies in the questionnaire,
and all of them are self-reported, which may have a certain
homologous bias. Thus, a survey, in which a leader-employee
pair is adopted, is suggested, so that the leader can evaluate
the job performance of the employee. Moreover, static cross-
sectional data are adopted in this study. Time series data
can be obtained through follow-up surveys for subsequent
studies, and a dynamic survey of perceived organizational
support, occupational self-efficacy, subjective wellbeing, and job
performance of employees during different periods, including
the beginning, middle and end of the COVID-19 pandemic,
can be conducted to compare the differences in various periods.
In this study, we selected perceived organizational support and
occupational self-efficacy as independent variables, and discusses
the influence of subjective wellbeing on job performance from
the organizational and individual aspects which are regarded as
external and internal resources, respectively. Other researchers

can also select other internal and external resources to explore the
influence on job performance through other mediating variables
from these two aspects.

In addition, the study has found an obvious correlation
between perceived organizational support and occupational self-
efficacy, but this relationship needs to be further clarified and
verified. One explanation for the correlation is that employees
with strong occupational self-efficacy have high self-confidence,
sufficient internal individual resources and less dependence on
the external surroundings, so they are more likely to show
positive evaluation on organizational support and feel strong
perceived organizational support. Another explanation shows
that when employees feel organizational support, it is beneficial
to the conservation of occupational self-efficacy, which is a kind
of individual resource, so that their judgment of being able to
accomplish work tasks is enhanced. Finally, the research context
of this paper is the sudden outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic,
the influence of the pandemic outbreak tends to be extensive,
which covers a wide range of fields. However, the paper does not
select a specific industry for research, other scholars can choose a
specific field for more detailed research, or choose to study the
relationships among these variables in other contexts, so as to
draw more general conclusions.
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With the prevalence of traceability technology in the turbulent Internet age, traceable
food has become an important tool in addressing food safety issues. Under the
combined effect of frequent food safety problems and sustainable development of
traceability industry, the research on traceable food consumer behavior has become
more extensive. However, it is still not fully understood how the multiple information
brought by traceability affects consumers’ purchase decision. This study proposes the
effects of traceability knowledge, traceable information quality and traceable certification
credibility on traceable food purchase intention via the mediation of perceived risk and
perceived value, and integrates the moderating effect of peer influence in the context of
Internet age into a research framework. The analytical results indicate that traceability
knowledge, traceable information quality, and traceability certification credibility indirectly
affect consumers’ traceable food purchase intention through perceived risk and
perceived value, while traceability knowledge, perceived risk, and perceived value
directly affect “traceable food purchase intention.” Furthermore, peer influence was
found to be a significant moderator in the relationship between perceived risk (perceived
value) and “traceable food purchase intention.” Finally, based on the research results,
traceability companies are suggested to focus on cultivating the traceable consumption
habits. Meanwhile, although traceable food quality is the top priority, companies should
also attach importance to the communication and interaction with consumer.

Keywords: traceable certification credibility, purchase intention, traceability knowledge, traceable information
quality, peer influence

INTRODUCTION

In the turbulent Internet age, “consumer is increasingly inseparable from modern information
technology, while food traceability is receiving more and more attention as a means to ensure food
safety. Food safety issues have become a core factor in consumers’ food purchase decision” (Yue
et al., 2017). In December 2019, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration notified Almark Foods “of
their hard-boiled and peeled eggs in pails manufactured at the Gainesville facility may be associated
with a Listeria monocytogenes outbreak, which has been linked to several reported illnesses and
one reported death” (SJTU Food Safety Research Center, 2019). In 2008, more than 50,000 Chinese
children had been reported to have kidney stones associated with melamine contamination of dairy
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products. The incident hit the reputation of China-made
products hard, and several countries banned the import of
Chinese dairy products. Due to the specific product and
social attributes of food, consumers are unable to observe
the production process, resulting in asymmetry in food safety
information attributes (Hobbs, 2004). The imperfection of
Chinese credit system exacerbates consumers’ concerns about the
lack of confidence in food quality and increases uncertainty in
their purchasing process.

With the application of modern information technology, food
traceability systems provide new ideas to address information
asymmetry in food consumption process. As a main tool to
eliminate information asymmetry and prevent food safety risks,
it is considered to be of considerable importance (Liu et al.,
2018). By increasing the transparency of food information, the
traceability ensures the quality of food and reduces the concerns
about food safety (Badia-Melis et al., 2015), thus enhancing
consumers’ trust (Rijswijk et al., 2008).

As an important promoter and main participant in food safety
traceability system, paying attention to consumers’ perception
of traceable food has a catalytic role in improving the
construction of traceability system. At the same time, studying
the extrinsic cues of traceable food has great implications
for discovering consumers’ purchase intention mechanism.
Therefore, this article constructs a traceable food purchase
intention (TFPI) model from the interaction perspective between
extrinsic cues of traceable food and consumers’ cognitive
evaluation to empirically demonstrate the relationships among
traceability knowledge (TK), traceable certification credibility
(TCC), traceable information quality (TIQ), perceived risk (PR),
perceived value (PV), and purchase intention. It provides a
reference basis for identifying the key elements of consumers’
purchase decision and provides theoretical and academic support
for the promotion of traceable food. Furthermore, in the
turbulent Internet age, peers have a more shaping and reinforcing
effect on individuals compared to other groups (Schmidt and
Tyler, 1975); the more information consumers received from
peers, the stronger their motivation to conform to peers’
expectations. This article explores the moderating effect of peer
influence (PI) between consumers’ cognitive evaluation and
consumers’ purchase decision.

BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES
DEVELOPMENT

Cox (1962) defined cues as product-related information, e.g.,
product color, shape, price, seller’s attitude, and friend’s opinion.
Olson and Jacoby (1972) refined cues into intrinsic cues and
extrinsic cues. They argued that in purchase decision consumers
make judgments based on either the self attributes of the product
(intrinsic cues) or non-self attributes (extrinsic cues). Cue-
based decision-making is considered an independent consumer
decision model (Hamlin, 2010). Specifically for traceable food, its
intrinsic cues include physical cues such as color, shape, taste, and
appearance of food (Verbeke and Ward, 2006), while numerous
studies have shown that origin, price, production information,

quality assurance, label composition, and third-party certification
(Rijswijk et al., 2008; Wang and Tsai, 2019) are important
extrinsic cues with benefits of food safety, health, nature, quality,
trust, control assurance, and environmental protection.

Starting from consumers’ subjective feeling, the cognitivist
approach is concerned with consumers’ decision and behavior.
According to cognitivism, the organism influences its
relationship with individuals’ response by means of cognition
and evaluation after being stimulated (Arnold, 2010). Research
related to consumers’ cognitive evaluation varies with different
research dimensions. On the whole, the empirical studies based
on consumers’ cognitive evaluation can be broadly classified into
two categories. One is emotional studies, such as trust (Han and
Kim, 2016), satisfaction (Hsu et al., 2012), and familiarity (Das,
2015). This category of research considers consumers’ cognitive
evaluation as a result of changes in individuals’ emotion caused
by extrinsic stimuli, which lead to different behavioral responses.
The other is cognitive studies, such as perceived informativeness
(Liu et al., 2019), PR (Yuan et al., 2020), and PV (Jayashankar
et al., 2018). This category of research considers cognitive
evaluation as consumers’ perceptions brought by extrinsic
stimuli, and a comprehensive evaluation of these perceptions will
further influence consumers’ subsequent behavior. Richardson
et al. (1994) explored the relationship between consumers’
perception of quality and intrinsic/extrinsic cues. The result
showed that both extrinsic and intrinsic cues have an impact
on consumers’ perceived quality, but extrinsic cues played a
more important role in the process. Traceable food is traced
throughout the whole life cycle by technologies such as one-
thing-one-code and Internet of Things. Due to this distinguishing
characteristic, consumers rely more on extrinsic cues provided
by traceability in their purchase decision-making. Bernués et al.
(2003) proposed a product quality perception model. He argued
that product quality consists of objective quality and subjective
quality. The objective quality of a product is the value, intrinsic
and extrinsic characteristics of a product during production,
supply and distribution, while the subjective quality is the
perception of search, credence, and experience attributes of the
objective quality. According to this model, the extrinsic cues
influencing consumers’ traceable food purchase can be divided
into search, credence, and experience cues. Consumers will draw
their purchase conclusions from the comprehensive evaluation
of these cues. This article proposes that the TK acquired by
consumer, the perceived information quality carried by the
traceability labels, and the credibility of traceability certification
brought by the certification marks are the most important
experience, search, and credence attributes, which represents
consumers’ overall quality perception of traceable food.

Traceability Knowledge
In the studies of consumer behavior, knowledge is considered
to have an influence on all stages of decision-making process
(Peng and Chen, 2019), particularly on how consumers assess the
inherent value or risk of the product and their purchase behavior
(Yuan et al., 2020). Buaprommee and Polyorat (2016) found
that as an important cognitive factor influencing consumers’
purchasing behavior, consumers’ knowledge of a product enabled
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them to better understand the product and make sound purchase
decisions. Klerck and Sweeney (2010) argued that consumers’
TK has an important role in elucidating consumer behavior,
especially in terms of information search and processing.
Consumers’ knowledge of nutrition, health, and traceability can
facilitate their use of traceability information as the benefits
offered by traceable foods can be easily explained and identified.
Therefore, TK has an impact on food information collection,
attitudes, and purchase intention.

Lin et al. (2017) have suggested that consumers’ green
knowledge contributes positively to promoting consumers’ green
PV in the study of the effect of green brand innovation on
brand loyalty. Wang and Hazen (2015) empirically verified
that consumers’ PV and PR are influenced by consumers’
product knowledge, and suggested product knowledge as one
of the most important influencing factors on consumers’
purchase behavior. Similarly, food-related knowledge stimulates
consumers’ purchase intention (McClure and Seock, 2020).
Sharaf and Isa (2017) have noted that knowledge significantly
affects consumers’ green purchase intention in his study of
students’ green consumption behavior. Paul et al. (2016) noted
that environmental knowledge positively influenced consumers’
purchase intention in their study of green product consumption
intentions. Suki (2016) also demonstrated this hypothesis in the
study of green product uses. Thus, the following three hypotheses
were proposed:

Hypothesis 1a. TK has a significant negative effect on PR.

Hypothesis 1b. TK has a significant positive effect on PV.

Hypothesis 1c. TK has a significant positive effect on TFPI.

Traceable Information Quality
When consumers are aware of the risks associated with
food safety, they are motivated to seek more information
through the use of traceability system (Yoo et al., 2015). Food
traceability system allows consumers to have a more transparent
understanding of the entire process of food products from
production to distribution, thus becoming an effective way for
users to avoid safety risks (Liu and Niyongira, 2017). Wang
et al. (2017) found that traceability system provides consumers
with timely information to assess and enhance their experience,
thus helping companies to improve consumers’ perceptions of
product reliability.

Cheung et al. (2008) argued that information quality perceived
by consumers determined their purchase decision of goods
or services. They also state that consumers’ perception of
information quality is an important factor in evaluating their
potential purchase behavior. Mun et al. (2013) stated that
perceived information quality affects PR. Zheng et al. (2017) have
noted that there is a positive relationship between information
quality and PV. Furthermore, Menozzi et al. (2015) noted
that food traceability information, especially information about
pest control and intermediate product inputs, was effective in
improving consumer purchase intention. Riccioli et al. (2019)
identified traceability information as the primary aspect that
positively influenced consumers’ purchase intention compared to

other quality certifications. Based on the above discussion, the
following three hypotheses emerged:

Hypothesis 2a. TIQ has a significant negative effect on PR.

Hypothesis 2b. TIQ has a significant positive effect on PV.

Hypothesis 2c. TIQ has a significant positive effect on TFPI.

Traceable Certification Credibility
TCC represents the degree of trust consumers found in the
certification declaration provided by the government or a third-
party organization. As a credible form of certification, food
safety certification is considered an important means to judge
the level of food safety, convey trust within the industry,
and have a significant impact on consumers’ decisions (Brach
et al., 2017). Purchasing traceable food through a reputable
third-party certifier ensures quality (Giacomarra et al., 2016)
and credibility (Brach et al., 2017), alleviating consumers’
information asymmetry. In turn, companies can also gain more
benefits from certification. As a fundamental element of industry
competition, companies seek continuous quality improvement
through certification to attract more customers (Bai et al., 2013).

Consumers’ trust in the product is influenced by the credibility
of the certification body (Bai et al., 2013). When studying the
credibility of sources, Filieri (2015) found that the credibility of
the source enhanced trust in the information provided by the
website and thus influenced consumers’ judgment. In a study
of Chinese consumers’ purchase intention, Wu et al. (2015)
found that certification was the most important traceable food
purchase characteristic, followed by appearance and traceability
information. Cui et al. (2019) found out that the credibility of
food safety information has a significant effect on consumers’ PR.
It has also been shown that third-party certification can provide
informational cues and help reduce consumers’ perceptions of
product risk (Brach et al., 2017). Meanwhile, Lin et al. (2017)
proved that the credibility of ads was positively related to
consumers’ PV of location-based mobile ads. Wu et al. (2016)
found that consumers’ perception of the credibility of third-
party certified traceable information significantly influenced
consumers’ purchase intention. Kim and Song (2020) noted
that the trust in certified traceable food significantly influences
consumers’ purchase intention in their study of certified label
traceability. Therefore, the following three hypotheses were
proposed:

Hypothesis 3a. TCC has a significant negative effect on PR.

Hypothesis 3b. TCC has a significant positive effect on PV.

Hypothesis 3c. TCC has a significant positive effect on TFPI.

Cognitive Evaluation
The study of cognitive-emotional organism factors in cognitive
evaluation theory suggests that consumers’ psychological
responses to extrinsic cues are a process in which individuals
move from primary intuitive cognition, to emotional
transformation, and then to higher-level cognition (Kim
and Moon, 2009). Therefore, this article adopted consumers’
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high-level cognition (evaluation and judgment) as the final
psychological judgment of consumers’ cognitive evaluation of
traceable food. Ueland et al. (2012) proposed a benefit-risk
assessment mode, suggesting that consumers’ evaluation is
composed of perceived benefits and PR. Specific to traceable
food, the price and premium are also an indispensable
consideration in the process of consumers’ evaluation and
comparison; meanwhile, PV theory (Zeithaml, 1988) holds
that consumers’ PV is jointly determined by their perceived
benefits and the price they pay. Therefore, this article considers
that consumers’ evaluation and judgment of traceable food is
composed of PR and PV.

Tzavlopoulos et al. (2019) proposed that PR is negatively
related to PV in their study of e-commerce quality. Liang
et al. (2015) concluded that consumers’ PR significantly affects
consumers’ PV. Abror et al. (2021) have found out that PR
has a significant impact on PV in their study of relationship
between PR and tourists’ trust. For many people, traceable food
is a new experience that differentiates from traditional agri-food.
Therefore, greater uncertainty may result in a greater degree of
PR, which in turn may affect changes in consumers’ PV.

PR theory suggests that consumers tend to minimize PR rather
than maximize their purchase utility (Mitchell, 1999). That is,
a decrease in PR leads to an increase in consumers’ willingness
to purchase, thus PR negatively affects consumers’ purchase
intention. In the study of relationship between cross-border
E-tailer’s return policy and consumers’ purchase intention, Shao
et al. (2021) have proposed that PR has a negative effect on
the consumers’ purchase intention. Tran (2020) has also found
that product risk influenced purchase intentions for online
shopping. Zeithaml (1988) has stated that PV is one of the
most important factors influencing purchase intention. Sweeney
et al. (1999) have proposed that PV can build positive word-of-
mouth effects and increase purchase intentions. Petraviiūt et al.
(2021) have proposed that PV has positive effect on purchase
intention of luxury brand. Therefore, the following hypotheses
were proposed:

Hypothesis 4. PR has a significant negative effect on PV.

Hypothesis 5. PR has a significant negative effect on TFPI.

Hypothesis 6. PV has a significant positive effect on TFPI.

Mediating Effect of Cognitive Evaluation
According to the cognitive evaluation theory, the internal
state of the individual is regulated between external stimuli
and behavioral responses (Arnold, 2010). That is, consumers
need to evaluate the quality, price, and service of a product
before purchase in order to make a more favorable decision.
Previous research findings provided the theoretical basis for the
hypothesis of the mediating influence of cognitive evaluation
on the relationship between extrinsic cues of traceable food and
consumers’ purchase intention. For example, Ponte et al. (2015)
empirically examined the mediating role of PV between trust and
consumers’ purchase intention. Liang et al. (2015) found that
consumers’ online travel purchase intention was mediated by PV
and PR. In this article, PR and PV were developed to measure the

positive and negative effects of extrinsic stimuli on individuals’
perception and evaluation, respectively. Specifically, consumers’
perception of TK, TIQ, and TCC will influence consumers’
purchase intention through the mediating effects of PR and PV.
Therefore, the following hypotheses were proposed:

Hypothesis 7a. PR plays a mediating role between
TK and TFPI, and TK promotes the purchase
intention by reducing PR.

Hypothesis 7b. PR plays a mediating role between TIQ and
TFPI, and TIQ promotes purchase intention by reducing PR.

Hypothesis 7c. PR plays a mediating role between
TCC and TFPI, and TCC promotes the purchase
intention by reducing PR.

Hypothesis 8a. PV plays a mediating role between TK and
TFPI, and TK promotes purchase intention by increasing PV.

Hypothesis 8b. PV plays a mediating role between TIQ and
TFPI, and TIQ promotes purchase intention by increasing PV.

Hypothesis 8c. PV plays a mediating role between TCC
and TFPI, and TCC promotes the purchase intention
by increasing PV.

Moderating Effect of Peer Influence
Hallinan and Williams (1990) concluded that peers as groups
with similar social identities, geographical proximity, or similar
individual characteristics are more easily understood by each
other due to their similar individual characteristics (age) or
psychological characteristics (interests, hobbies). Campbell and
Alexander (1965) concluded PI as a phenomenon in which the
behaviors and attitudes of individuals in a group are influenced
by other individuals, leading to a convergence of behaviors and
attitudes within the group. Rogers and Wheeler (1976) explained
the mechanism of PI in the social network, suggesting that
interpersonal communication is more likely to occur among
peers because of similar psychological traits, or interests, which
makes it easier to understand and trust each other and thus
achieve effective communication. Kandel (1985) explained the
mechanism of PI from a social psychological perspective. He
suggested that due to the similarity of certain characteristics,
individuals engaged in like-matching and interaction; during the
process, they are implicitly influenced, which in turn leads to
convergence of behavior or views. As “social beings,” individuals
are susceptible to peer interactions in order to better integrate
into their groups and achieve a better social status. PI improves
individuals’ attitudes, knowledge, and behavior by internalizing
and assimilating information provided by peers through imitative
learning mechanisms, resulting in convergence of views or
behaviors among individuals. Thus, consumers’ decisions are
influenced by peers (Hoonsopon and Puriwat, 2016).

Numerous studies have indicated that PI has an impact on
consumer purchase intention. Samaraweera (2020) found that
PI significantly reduced consumers’ purchase intention for crisis
brands as PI played a moderating role in brand equity and
purchase intention. Isa and Chin (2019) found that PI was
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positively associated with purchase intention when exploring
the role of corporate social responsibility in ethical purchase
intention. In summary, this article suggests that consumers’ final
decision to purchase traceable food will be influenced by PI. If PI
of traceable food is positive, the decrease in purchase intention
caused by consumers’ original PR will be slightly slowed down.
In contrast, the more positive the PI is, the more positive slope of
PV on the purchase intention of traceable food will be inclined.
Therefore, the following hypotheses were proposed:

Hypothesis 9a. PI moderates the negative relationship
between PR and TFPI.

Hypothesis 9b. PI moderates the positive relationship
between PV and TFPI.

Although the existing research results on consumers’ behavior
are rich and diverse, there is still a lack of sufficient attention
to the extrinsic cues of traceable food, and the research on
consumers’ cognitive behavior of traceable food is just beginning.
Specific types of research on identifying traceable information
of interest to Chinese consumer are still limited (Liu et al.,
2018). For example, current studies related to traceable food
extrinsic cues are mostly related to tangible cues such as price
and traceable information (Wu et al., 2016), while the role of
intangible extrinsic cues such as consumers’ knowledge (Bai
et al., 2013) and PI is neglected. Furthermore, there is limited
research on consumers’ TFPI or the psychosocial prerequisites
that influence these intentions (Menozzi et al., 2015). Research on
the role of PV in traceability systems in the Chinese environment
is not well documented (Lim et al., 2014). Meanwhile, although
different scholars have conducted existential tests, identification,
application, and other discussions around PI, peer research in the
field of consumer behavior is still rare in China.

Based on the above study, this article proposes the research
framework as shown in Figure 1. The study takes TK, TIQ,
and TCC as independent variables; PR and PV as mediating
variables; and purchase intention as dependent variable. It is also
worth noting that this study considers PI in the social networking
context as a moderating variable to explore its effect between
cognitive evaluation and purchase intention.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Subjects and Data Collection
To empirically test the aforementioned model, this article
designed a questionnaire based on the relevant constructs used in
past literature and has been carefully verified by several scholars.
A small-scale pretest of the questionnaire was conducted prior
to large-scale distribution to test the reliability of the study.
A total of 70 initial questionnaires were distributed to the
investigators online and offline. A total of 63 questionnaires
were returned and 7 invalid questionnaires were excluded,
resulting in 56 pretest questionnaires with a return rate of
80%. After the preliminary partial least squares (PLS) algorithm,
three questions did not meet the expected research objectives,
namely, the outerloadings of TK3, TK4 (TK questions 3 and

4) and PR2 (PR question 2) were 0.676, 0.676, and 0.61,
i.e., less than 0.7; thus, these three questions were deleted
to improve the reliability and validity of the questionnaire.
To ensure the quality and representativeness of the returned
questionnaires, article conducted an online questionnaire survey
and an offline questionnaire from July to September 2020. The
online questionnaire survey was mainly placed on the website
of Questionnaire Star. The offline questionnaire interview was
mainly distributed to relatives, colleagues, friends, students,
and their networks.

After 2 months of questionnaire distribution, 400
questionnaires were distributed online with 349 questionnaires
collected. A total of 288 valid questionnaires were obtained after
removing 61 invalid questionnaires. A total of 200 questionnaires
were distributed offline with 157 questionnaires collected.
A total of 133 valid questionnaires were obtained after removing
24 invalid questionnaires. A total of 600 questionnaires were
distributed online and offline, 506 questionnaires were collected,
and 421 valid questionnaires were obtained after deleting
invalid questionnaires. The number of valid questionnaires/total
distribution was 70%. According to Bagozzi and Yi (2012), the
sample size should be at least 5 times the sample question items,
and the ratio of the sample size to the sample question items in
this paper is 12.38, which satisfies the sample size requirement.

Measurement Instrument
Supported by a research project on “factors influencing
consumers’ traceable food purchase intention,” this article is
dedicated to analyzing and exploring the factors influencing the
purchase of traceable food from consumers’ perspective, so as to
help enterprises and upstream suppliers improve the accuracy of
supply chain information flow, enhance the core competitiveness,
and open up the market for traceable food. After a preliminary
theoretical review, literature search, market research, and expert
interviews, this article designed a three-part questionnaire.

The first part of the questionnaire mainly explained the source,
basic information, and purpose of the survey to eliminate the
concerns of the respondents in answering the questions and
ensure the authenticity and reliability of the data collected as
much as possible. The second part was the basic information of
the survey respondents with a total of six items, including gender,
education, age, income, purchase frequency, and purchase
amount. The third part of the questionnaire focused on subjective
measurement of seven dimensions (including TK, TIQ and TCC,
PR, PV, TFPI, and PI). A total of 34 items were measured in this
part, among which were 5 items of TK, drawing on the knowledge
survey scale adopted by Wang and Tsai (2019) and Wang et al.
(2018); 5 items of TIQ, drawing on the well-established scales of
Yi et al. (2013) and Alma and Braimllari (2018); 5 items of TCC,
drawing on the mature scales of Kim and Song (2020) and Zheng
et al. (2017); 5 items of PR, drawing on the mature scales of Yi
et al. (2013) and Alalwan et al. (2017); 5 items of PV, drawing
on the mature scales of Alalwan et al. (2017) and Molinillo et al.
(2021); 5 items of TFPI, drawing on the well-established scales
of Kim and Song (2020) and Konuk (2018); and 4 items of PI,
drawing on the well-established scales of Xia et al. (2012) and Isa
and Chin (2019).
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FIGURE 1 | Research framework.

To improve the discrimination and increase the amount of
variation between the latent variables, a 7-point Likert scale
was adopted in this article. The latent variables were calculated
ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7).
Respondents rated each question in the range of 1–7 based on
the description of the question and its degree of conformity
to the actual situation, with higher scores representing greater
agreement with the question.

Research Method
In this article, SPSS 25.0 was used to perform sample descriptive
statistics analysis, followed by a PLS path modeling approach
using SmartPLS version 3.2.8, to validate and analyze the
conceptual model. The main reasons for using PLS are as
follows: (1) most marketing studies tend to have non-normal
data assignment, while PLS does not require any assumption
of normality and it handles non-normal assignment quite well
and (2) PLS can overcome the multivariate covariance problem,
effectively handle conditioning data and missing values, and has
good predictive and explanatory power (Bontis et al., 2007).

The analysis and estimation procedure of PLS suggested
by Vinzi et al. (2010) was adopted, which was divided into
the following two phases: the first phase performed reliability
and validity analysis, and the second phase performed path
coefficients and explanatory power of the structural model. The
two-phase analysis confirmed the reliability and validity of the
constructs, thus verifying the relationships between constructs
(Anderson and Gerbing, 1988).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistical Analysis
To test for possible non-response bias (NRB) and the
representativeness of the sample, this article compared the
earliest 10-day recalled samples (51) with the latest 10-day

recalled samples (63), and conducted independent-sample t-tests
for all latent variables in both subsamples. The results did not
present statistically significant differences (Armstrong and
Overton, 2005), representing that NRB did not have a serious
impact in this article.

The results of the basic situation are detailed in Table 1.
According to the statistical results, the gender ratio is consistent
with the status quo that women are more active in food safety
issues than men (Konuk, 2018). The results of the education
level survey are also consistent with the status quo that users
who purchase traceable food are generally highly educated. The
monthly income structure basically conforms to the current
status of the monthly income of urban residents in China, which
also indicates that the current main consumer group’s monthly
income is not high. It has also been found that the proportion
of people who occasionally purchase traceable food is more than
half, which is in line with the primary growth stage of the
traceable food in the Chinese market. Furthermore, the results
of purchase amount are also consistent with the miniaturization
of traceable food purchase, that is, consumer are more inclined to
make small and convenient multiple purchases, indicating that
the consumers’ consumption has been changed from quantity
demand to quality demand.

Variance inflation factor (VIF) can be used to ensure that
there is no multicollinearity problem (Petter et al., 2007). Hair
et al. (2012) suggested that when the VIF value is greater than
or equal to 5, it implies the existence of a possible collinearity
problem among the constructs. However, Table 2 shows that the
VIF of all constructs is between 1.000 and 4.334, indicating that
multicollinearity is not a problem in this research.

Outer Model and Scale Validation
The related tests for the outer model included the internal
consistency, reliability, convergence validity, and discriminant
validity to demonstrate the appropriateness of the constructs.
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TABLE 1 | Frequency distribution table.

Features Classification Frequency Frequency (%) Cumulative frequency (%)

Gender Men 139 33.01 33.01

Women 282 66.99 100

Age Under 25 years old 228 54.16 54.16

25–40 years old 85 20.19 74.35

40–60 years old 78 18.53 92.88

Over 60 years old 30 7.12 100

Education level College and below 174 41.33 41.33

Undergraduate 200 47.50 88.83

Master and above 47 11.17 100

Monthly income Under 3000 RMB 242 57.48 57.48

3001–5000 RMB 71 16.87 74.35

5001–8000 RMB 44 10.45 84.80

More than 8000 RMB 64 15.20 100

Purchase frequency Never 163 38.72 38.72

Occasional purchases 227 53.92 92.64

Frequent purchases 31 7.36 100

Purchase amount Under 50 RMB 199 47.27 47.27

50–100 RMB 112 26.61 73.88

100–200 RMB 55 13.06 86.94

Over 200 RMB 55 13.06 100

n = 421.

Fornell and Larcker (1981) stated that the composite reliability
(CR) and Cronbach’s α should be greater than 0.70, indicating the
internal consistency of the items. Chin and Marcoulides (1998)
suggested that the reliability can be judged by the factor loadings
being greater than 0.7. AVE represents the average explanatory
power of the constructs, whose value must be greater than 0.5
(Barclay et al., 1995). The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
results show that the fact loadings, Cronbach’s α, and CR values of
all constructs are greater than 0.70 and the AVE values are greater
than 0.50 (Table 3), thus supporting the internal consistency,
reliability, and convergence validity.

Discriminant validity describes the degree of difference
between a construct and other constructs. Fornell-Larcker
criterion (Fornell and Larcker, 1981) is an important method
to determine the discriminant validity. If a measurement model
has discriminant validity, the square root of the AVE for each

TABLE 2 | Multicollinearity statistics.

Constructs PI PR PV TFPI

PI

PR 3.027 4.334

PV 3.827

TCC 1.543 1.578 1.583

TFPI 1.000

TIQ 2.682 3.791 3.926

TK 2.445 2.543 2.598

TK, traceability knowledge; TIQ, traceable information quality; TCC, traceable
certification credibility; PR, perceived risk; PV, perceived value; TFPI, traceability
food purchase intention; PI, peer influence.

construct should be greater than the correlation coefficient
between that construct and any other constructs (Hair et al.,
2010). Table 4 shows the results of the discriminant validity.
Except for the correlation coefficient between TFPI and PV
(0.850), which is larger than the squared roots of AVE for
TFPI (0.832). Any other AVE on the diagonal is larger than the
correlation coefficient to its left and below, thus, TFPI and PV
may have discriminant validity problem.

To further examine the discriminant validity, the cross-
loadings have been analyzed. As mentioned in Table 5, the factor
loadings of each TFPI item are greater than its cross-loadings
with PV; therefore, it can be concluded that the differential
validity between these two variables should be valid at least within
an acceptable range (Fornell and Larcker, 1981; Vinzi et al.,
2010). In addition, one of the reasons why PLS is widely used
is that its results are robust for multivariate covariance; in other
words, the results of PLS will not be seriously affected by the
lack of discriminant validity due to the high correlation between
two variables (multivariate covariance). Although TFPI and PV
in this study failed the Fornell-Larcker criterion, they should
not cause serious distortion to the results of the subsequent
statistical analysis.

Inner Model and Hypotheses Testing
Figure 2 shows the standardized path coefficient analysis.
TK (β = −0.179, p = 0.002 < 0.01), TIQ (β = −0.605,
p = 0.000 < 0.001), and TCC (TCC)(β =−0.106, p = 0.003 < 0.01)
have a significant impact on PR; therefore, H1a, H2a, and H3a
are supported. TK (β = 0.120, p = 0.012 < 0.05) and TIQ
(β = 0.188, p = 0.003 < 0.01) have a significant impact on PV,
while TCC (β = 0.037, p = 0.269 > 0.05) has no significant impact
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TABLE 3 | Confirmatory factor analysis and scale reliability.

Constructs Items Loadings Cronbach’s α CR AVE

TK TK1 0.867 0.835 0.901 0.752

TK2 0.882

TK5 0.853

TIQ TIQ1 0.860 0.900 0.926 0.714

TIQ2 0.871

TIQ3 0.846

TIQ4 0.827

TIQ5 0.820

TCC TCC1 0.717 0.839 0.885 0.608

TCC2 0.837

TCC3 0.733

TCC4 0.788

TCC5 0.816

PR PR1 0.837 0.886 0.921 0.745

PR3 0.878

PR4 0.873

PR5 0.864

PV PV1 0.863 0.923 0.942 0.765

PV2 0.863

PV3 0.895

PV4 0.877

PV5 0.873

TFPI TFPI1 0.882 0.887 0.918 0.692

TFPI2 0.913

TFPI3 0.798

TFPI4 0.717

TFPI5 0.835

PI PI1 0.799 0.826 0.885 0.658

PI2 0.822

PI3 0.863

PI4 0.756

TK, traceability knowledge; TIQ, traceable information quality; TCC, traceable
certification credibility; PR, perceived risk; PV, perceived value; TFPI, traceability
food purchase intention.

TABLE 4 | Discriminant validity analysis.

Constructs PI PR PV TCC TFPI TIQ TK

PI 0.811

PR 0.735 0.863

PV 0.773 0.840 0.874

TCC 0.557 0.551 0.532 0.780

TFPI 0.780 0.774 0.850 0.516 0.832

TIQ 0.679 0.804 0.771 0.580 0.713 0.845

TK 0.602 0.696 0.690 0.522 0.701 0.763 0.867

TK, traceability knowledge; TIQ, traceable information quality; TCC, traceable
certification credibility; PR, perceived risk; PV, perceived value; TFPI, traceability
food purchase intention. The boldfaced diagonal elements are the square roots of
AVE. Other elements are simple bivariate correlations between the constructs.

on PV; therefore, H1b and H2b are supported but H3b is not
supported. TK (β = 0.193, p = 0.000 < 0.001) has a significant
impact on TFPI, while TIQ (β = 0.33, p = 0.556 > 0.05) and
TCC (β = 0.035, p = 0.281 > 0.05) have no significant impact

TABLE 5 | Summary table of cross-loading.

Title item PI PR PV TCC TFPI TIQ TK

– – – – – – – –

TFPI1 0.677 0.708 0.780 0.487 0.882 0.680 0.692

TFPI2 0.696 0.720 0.808 0.468 0.913 0.679 0.663

TFPI3 0.623 0.574 0.612 0.464 0.798 0.534 0.551

TFPI4 0.532 0.542 0.622 0.260 0.717 0.428 0.392

TFPI5 0.703 0.655 0.694 0.443 0.835 0.611 0.579

– – – – – – – –

TK, traceability knowledge; TIQ, traceable information quality; TCC, traceable
certification credibility; PR, perceived risk; PV, perceived value; TFPI, traceability
food purchase intention. – indicates data omission.

on TFPI; therefore, H1c is supported but H2c and H3c are not
supported. PR (β = −0.584, p = 0.000 < 0.001) has a significant
impact on PV, supporting H4 of the research study. PV (β = 0.616,
p = 0.000 < 0.001) and PR (β = −0.130, p = 0.036 < 0.05)
have a significant impact on TFPI, supporting H5 and H6 of
the research study.

The goal of PLS is to maximize the explained capacity of the
endogenous variables. Like in multiple regressions, the R2 value
is the portion of the total variance of a latent variable that can
be explained. It is considered substantial if its value approximates
0.67, moderate if its value is around 0.33, and weak if its value
is around 0.19 (Chin and Marcoulides, 1998). This article found
that the degree of explained variation by PR and PV on TFPI
was 75.5%. In contrast, TIQ, TK, and TCC have 67.0% of the
explained variation for PR. Moreover, TCC, TIQ, and TK also
had a high degree of variation of 73.9% for PV. The explanatory
power of the relevant variables in this model is greater than or
equal to 0.67, which means that the model has a fairly good
explanatory power.

Mediation Effect Analysis
Changes in the exogenous constructs lead to changes in the
mediating variable, which in turn lead to changes in the
endogenous constructs in the PLS path model. Mediating
variables control the nature of the relationship between
two constructs (i.e., the underlying mechanism or process).
Understanding the issue of mediation is important in at least
two ways as follows: (1) they are fundamental to explaining
the management theme of how certain process factors can
ameliorate or impede the impact of success drivers (Castro and
Roldán, 2013) and (2) incorporating a third variable that plays
an intermediate role between two variables in the model is a
methodological challenge (Nitzl et al., 2016). Table 6 shows the
result of mediating effect analysis. It can be found that H7b, H8a,
and H8b are valid while H7a, H7c, and H8c are invalid.

Moderating Effect Analysis
Moderating effect refers to whether a variable can systematically
change the form or strength of the correlation between the
independent and dependent variables. In terms of statistical
significance, this article intends to test whether different levels
of PI make a significant difference in the effect between PV
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FIGURE 2 | Standardized path coefficients and significance of the inner model.

(PR) and purchase intention. To perform the moderating effect
analysis, the built-in function of SmartPLS can easily multiply
the independent variables with the indicator variables of the
moderating variables and achieve the mean-center effect. Table 7
shows that the cross-term of PV and PI has a significant effect

TABLE 6 | Mediating effect analysis.

Paths Initial sample
(O)

Standard
Error (STERR)

T-statistic
(|O/STERR|)

Significance
(P < 0.05)

TK→PR→TFPI 0.023 0.014 1.673 0.094

TK→PV→TFPI 0.074 0.031 2.358 0.018*

TIQ→PR→TFPI 0.079 0.038 2.081 0.038*

TIQ→PV→TFPI 0.116 0.040 2.928 0.003**

TCC→PR→TFPI 0.014 0.008 1.699 0.089

TCC→PV→TFPI 0.023 0.021 1.089 0.276

TK, traceability knowledge; TIQ, traceable information quality; TCC, traceable
certification credibility; PR, perceived risk; PV, perceived value; TFPI, traceability
food purchase intention. *p-value < 0.05; **p-value < 0.01.

TABLE 7 | Moderating effect analysis.

Paths Initial sample
(O)

Standard
Error (STERR)

T-statistic
(|O/STERR|)

Significance
(P < 0.05)

PR * PI→TFPI –0.026 0.013 2.031 0.043*

PV * PI→TFPI 0.021 0.010 2.019 0.044*

PR, perceived risk; PV, perceived value; TFPI, traceability food purchase intention.
*p-value < 0.05.

on TFPI (β = 0.021, p = 0.044 < 0.05), and the interaction of
PR and PI has also a significant effect on TFPI (β = −0.026,
p = 0.043 < 0.05); therefore, PI has a moderating effect both
on the relationship between PV and TFPI, and between PR and
TFPI. H9a and H9b are both valid.

DISCUSSION

The key to facilitate the benign development of the traceable
food industry lies in improving the overall quality of traceable
food products. This study attempts to explore the influence
mechanism of TFPI from the perspective of consumers, and the
influence and mechanism of the extrinsic cues of traceable food,
consumers’ cognitive evaluation and PI in consumers’ purchase
decision of traceable food have been clarified in order to provide
implementable measures and suggestions for the traceable food
industry, improve the quality of traceable food, assist enterprises
to stay ahead in the industry competition, and boost the rapid
development of the traceability industry.

CONCLUSION

The findings show a significant relationship between TK and
consumer’s cognitive evaluation, which are consistent with the
findings of Wang et al. (2018) and Lin et al. (2017). This article
argues that due to the large amount of detailed information
carried by traceability labels, the information asymmetry problem
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in the food supply chain has been reduced effectively. The
more consumers know about traceable foods, the more they
can perceive this reduction in food safety risk, and the increase
in value through traceability labels. The empirical results show
that TIQ has a significant effect on PR and PV, which are
consistent with the studies of Mun et al. (2013) and Zheng
et al. (2017). The results suggest that detailed information can
provide predictive food quality. If the traceable information is
perceived as a valuable source of information, high information
quality is more likely to motivate consumers to affirm the value
of traceable food and reduce their concerns about its risks.
The empirical results between TCC and consumers’ cognitive
evaluation show that the traceable credibility obtained from
certification marks has a significant negative effect on PR,
which is also confirmed in a previous study by Brach et al.
(2017). In contrast, the influence of TCC on PV was not
significant, indicating that the certification mark significantly
reduced consumers’ PR in their food purchase and alleviated
their concerns about food safety risks, but did not cause a
change in their PV. Possible explanations are, although China
has established national standards and industry standards for
traceable foods, there are still problems such as the lack of detailed
descriptions of food cultivation, distribution and sales, the
low information content of traceability codes, the cumbersome
inquiry process, and the lack of credible certification, all of
which lead to information collection costs exceeding marginal
benefits for consumers, resulting in consumers choosing foods
that are less risky but familiar. Certification marks act as an
implication of quality, conveying attributes such as sustainability
and healthiness (Grunert and Aachmann, 2016), and have been
increasingly applied in association with products or brands with
social value (Brach et al., 2017).

The empirical results of the direct relationship between
extrinsic cues of traceable food and TFPI indicate that TK
enhances consumers’ cognitive evaluation (Wang and Hazen,
2015) and purchase intention (Wang and Tsai, 2019), thus
confirming that knowledge is an important dimension in forming
cognitive evaluation and behavioral intention (Jorgensen and
Savla, 2010). However, the positive effects of TIQ and TCC
on purchase intention were not significant. This may be due
to the current food sampling system in China, which makes
consumers believe that the food quality represented by food labels
is not sufficient to make their purchase decision; meanwhile,
the certification mark does not release the credibility signal
it represents, and is not yet sufficient to support consumers’
judgments about traceable food purchase decisions.

The results of the study show that PR has a significant
negative impact on PV, and both have a significant effect on
TFPI. Similar research was conducted by Tzavlopoulos et al.
(2019). It indicates that PR and PV, representing components of
consumers’ cognitive evaluation, reflect the psychological process
of consumers’ purchase decision-making. Unlike other types of
consumption, the reduction of risk associated with traceable food
precedes the increase in value. As food consumers, they desire
to minimize “food safety risks” while ensuring their purchase
decisions are “informed” and provide them with long-term
“health benefits, social status” and other values. As a result, they

perceive risk ahead of value and attempt to remain rational
in their purchase decisions to maximize benefits. Furthermore,
according to the path coefficients, the influence of PV is stronger
than that of PR, indicating that PV is a more important factor
in the formation of consumers’ purchase intention. It validates
Ponte et al.’s view that PV is a driving factor for consumers’
purchase behavior (Ponte et al., 2015). The research finding
provides some insight into describing the types of traceable food
consumers, while also enriching and complementing the existing
research findings.

Economic theories such as prospect theory (Tversky, 1979)
suggest that consumers usually seek to evaluate value and risk as
a whole when making purchase decisions. The empirical results
suggest that it is the same for consumers’ decision-making on
traceable food. The results of the mediation effects show that PV
and PR are two important mediating variables in this research
model, which play different mediating roles in the mechanisms
of TK and TIQ on TFPI.

Taking PI as a breakthrough point, this research investigates
the role played by PI between cognitive evaluation and TFPI
after consumers formed their own cognitive evaluation. In
the turbulent Internet age, peer has the potential to influence
consumers’ established evaluation of traceable food purchase.
In other words, the influence of the consumers’ own cognitive
evaluation on purchase intention is weakened when the PI is
high enough. This result allows for a more nuanced interpretation
of the relationship between consumers’ cognitive evaluation and
purchase intention, and also expands on existing PI and PV
research. For example, some studies have shown a direct positive
relationship between PI and consumers’ PV (Lin and Bautista,
2020), while the results of some others are irrelevant (Belz and
Schmidt-Riediger, 2010). This study expands the research in this
area by clarifying the role of PI in the Chinese context and giving
an alternative way of PI.

Implications
This research constructs a conceptual model of extrinsic cues of
traceable food and TFPI to reveal the logic of “cue-cognition-
decision” and provides research support to explain consumers’
“cognition-intention” gap.

The research provides strong evidence for the view that TK is a
very important antecedent factor in consumers’ decision-making
process (Wang and Hazen, 2015). The results showed that the
intangible extrinsic cue of TK has a more intricate mechanism of
influence on purchase intention, and the cultivation of knowledge
requires long-term accumulation; therefore, as a sustainable
industry, the promotion of traceable food requires not only short-
term publicity but also long-term accumulation of knowledge and
experience. The concern for food safety and traceable food should
start from education, shaping the concept of traceability from
childhood, improving TK literacy, and using knowledge to drive
and influence more consumers.

Due to the positive relationship between traceability
information quality and PR and PV, scholars have called
for a shift in business models from managing customer to
value creation and value chain development (Tretyak et al.,
2013), where companies can make changes through product
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traceability, information, and service upgrades that affect
resources, processes, products, services, and solutions along the
supply chain (Kohtamaki and Rajala, 2016). The importance of
traceability information quality is highlighted by improving the
quality of traceability code information as a way to ensure the
increasingly intuitive appeal of traceable food and consumers’
positive purchase intention.

The empirical results showed that consumers have doubts
about TCC. The contrast between the important role of
the certification mark and the empirical results precisely
indicates that it is crucial to develop high-quality standards
for traceable food and provide consumers with certification
of these standards (Giacomarra et al., 2016). In the turbulent
Internet age, it is important to develop a risk-averse mechanism
for the government and industry, and there is an urgent
need for the government, non-profit organizations, research
institutions, or academic units to take the lead in organizing and
implementing third-party certification of traceable food, achieve
the management and supervision of enterprises, release the
transmission of trust represented by certification to the market,
and convey reliable and accurate information of traceable food
to the consumers.

The moderating role of peers suggests that traceable food
companies should pay attention to the social environment
where traceable food is sold. By building an exclusive social
interaction platform, the company cultivates lead users and
members who can grasp public opinion and be more effective
or influential, so as to attract more consumer; and by the
consumption of high-quality traceable food, the company brings
about members’ self-fulfillment, enhancement, and satisfaction of
membership status and social status, thus realizing the cultivation
of consumption habit and loyalty of members as well as the
promotion of traceable food market positioning. Eventually,
through the product differentiation of “traceability code and
certification mark,” “get what one pays for” can be realized
and a virtuous cycle of high quality brought by high selling
price can be formed.

In summary, as a food with higher technological content,
buy-back behavior is what sustainable food industry expects
and cares about. This research attempts to explain the decision-
making process and consumer behavior of traceable food from
the initial purchase intention to the final purchase experience,
with the hope that the research can be applied to any scenario
of future research with a more profound way of thinking. The
study concluded that when implementing precision marketing,
companies should not only focus on short-term advertising
campaigns but should also take root downward and start from
education to cultivate the concept of traceable consumption. At
the same time, although the quality of traceable food is the top
priority, it is also crucial to pay attention to communication and
interaction with consumer.

Research Limitations and Future
Research Suggestions
Although the intended research objectives of this article were
met, there were several limitations that can be addressed

for future research. First, due to the geographical and time
constraints, there may be inevitably groups not covered
by the questionnaire. Respondents’ answers may also be
influenced by subjective reasons (social expectations, subjective
feelings, attitudes, emotions, etc.), resulting in less objective
questionnaire results. In the future, the cooperation with
publishing associations and publishers can be considered to
expand the group coverage and sample size in order to
increase the breadth of this research and the rigor of the
findings through randomization and sampling considerations.
Second, this article investigated the relationship between
extrinsic cues of traceable food and purchase intention from
the perspective of consumers’ advanced cognition, while in
reality, consumers’ cognitive evaluation is a gradual process
of “primary cognition-emotion-advanced cognition,” thus more
factors should be analyzed in future research. For example,
more sociodemographic factors (family size, children, health
status, etc.) or emotional factors (satisfaction, loyalty, etc.)
in the cognitive-psychological structure should be included
in future research to further analyze the interaction between
different influencing factors, increase the explanatory power of
the model, and promote the further development of the study.
Finally, although this article provides important preliminary
insights into the influence of extrinsic cues of traceable food
on consumers’ purchase intention, additional field studies are
needed to confirm the validity of the results. As the traceability
system is still in improvement, and industrial application has
not yet been popularized, research on the purchase intention
of traceable food is limited. Most of the relevant studies are
single-issue studies; comprehensive information attributes of
traceable food and the influence of traceability certification
credibility bodies are rare. Therefore, it is difficult to corroborate
the results by typical cases. In the future, the reasonableness
of the model will be verified through more cases and
research results.
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The outbreak of Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has caused enterprises to face

more challenges, such as operational management, production and sales management,

and human resource management, among other issues. In the context of the global

knowledge economy, employees with high knowledge and skills have become an

important source of corporate growth and breakthroughs. However, employees may

intend to transfer to other companies due to the pressure of the external and internal

environments, so the main topic explored by this paper will be the change of employees’

turnover intention. The purpose of this study was to explore the influence mechanism

that propels the employees’ self-efficacy, job stress, and turnover intention, and the

moderating effect of transformational leadership. A total of 553 valid responses from

several information service companies in China are collected via purposive sampling

and used in the data analysis. This study conducts partial least squares structural

equation modeling partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to

analyze collected data. The results of the path analysis with structural equation modeling

show that employees’ psychological contracts have a positive impact on the self-efficacy

and a negative impact on the job stress. Employees’ self-efficacy has a negative impact

on job stress and turnover intention; transformational leadership plays a significant

moderator in the research framework. Based on research findings, the theoretical and

managerial implications are presented.

Keywords: job stress, psychological contract, self-efficacy, turnover intention, transformational leadership

INTRODUCTION

The Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has dramatically hit economic and social
operations around the world, resulting in a diversity of risks and challenges facing organizations
(Lee et al., 2021; Said et al., 2021). In particular, organizations in countries with transition
economies find themselves confronted by more business distress, such as declining market shares,
lack of innovation capability, reduced capital liquidity, and increased staff turnover (Vu et al., 2019;
St-Jean and Duhamel, 2020). Affected by COVID-19, many organizations cannot provide suitable
working environments, and even the factory production ceases, so the turnover intentionmay come
about when the job demands cannot be satisfied. In view of the knowledge base, employees are the
source of organizational competitiveness. The decline of the staff turnover or turnover intention
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will be conducive to improving other negative factors
(Urbancová and Linhartová, 2011; De Silva et al., 2018).
Specifically, the turnover intention refers to the attitude of
employees about leaving or changing companies they served
because of uncertainties generated when they face individual
or organizational factors (Urbancová and Linhartová, 2011;
De Simone et al., 2018; Moquin et al., 2019). Previous studies
showed that the determinant of turnover intention has multiple
dimensions such as organizational & individual, internal &
external, and positive & negative factors. The majority of studies
offered their insights and contributions with the purpose of
improving or decreasing the turnover intention of employees
(Park and Jung, 2015; Afzal et al., 2019). Combined with the job
demand-control (JDC) (support) model (Beehr and McGrath,
1992; Taylor et al., 1997), this study presents a complete model
to discuss the turnover intention of employees from the positive
and negative perspectives.

As shown in the literature, indicators of employees’ turnover
intentions are not only correlated with the individual attributes
(Park and Jung, 2015; Albrecht andMarty, 2020), but also depend
on the work context (De Simone et al., 2018). The work context
can be defined as the dynamic or static group characteristics
and organizational attributes of companies/organizations
where employees serve (Albrecht and Marty, 2020; Khan
et al., 2021). Examples include two-way communication
and supervisor leadership, organizational resources and
encouragement, or organizational support and cultural climate,
and other management practices. Furthermore, the employment
pattern of companies/organizations include features by which
organizations are able to understand the career development
expectations of employees, and enable employees to satisfy
agreed rights and interests promised by organizations (Moquin
et al., 2019; Boudrias et al., 2020); employees, in turn, contribute
their expertise for the long-term development of organizations
based on their trust that the organizations will actively perform
the work contract (Moquin et al., 2019; Albrecht and Marty,
2020). The original working conditions of employees were
changed due to COVID-19, bringing concerns about losing
their jobs, causing employees to seek alternatives to avoid the
shock of losing their jobs. In short, employees’ psychological
contract to organizations is an important influence factor for
the turnover intention (Chen and Wu, 2017; Duran et al., 2019;
Khan et al., 2021). However, as stated in previous literature on
the psychological contract, the effectiveness of the psychological
contract can be elevated only when there are some mediating
variables between the psychological contract and outcome
variables (Hartmann and Rutherford, 2015; Said et al., 2021).
Thus, this study aims to explore the relationship between
psychological contract and turnover intention, and the effect of
mediating variables between them.

Based on the JDC (support) model, the higher job control
and job decision latitude given to employees can relieve the job
strain generated from job demands and facilitate their learning
motivation (Bruyneel et al., 2017; Vassos et al., 2019). On the
whole, this model holds that the context forming based on
different combinations of job demands and job control can
affect the job strain and learning in different ways. Specifically,

the context with higher requirements and lower control can
lead to a higher degree of job strain (Ohlson et al., 2001),
which is called “stress hypothesis,” while the context with higher
requirements and higher control will facilitate the learning,
which is called “positive hypothesis.” Theorell et al. (1990)
further pointed out that positive context and successful learning
opportunities can increase the productivity of employees by
enhancing their confidence and feeling of competence (Ohlson
et al., 2001; Ariza-Montes et al., 2018). In addition, job control
can also relieve the negative effects caused by higher job demands,
which is called “cushion hypothesis” The turnover intention of
employees can also be affected by job strain and job control.
This means the discussion of employees’ turnover intention from
the perspective of positive and negative psychological factors
will be contributive to building a more complete model (Vassos
et al., 2019; Boudrias et al., 2020). The positive psychological
factors depend on the control of employees over the job. This
is consistent with the self-efficacy theory that believes a higher
level of employee belief in finishing the work will promote
the control over job execution and reduce uncertainties for the
job (Park and Jung, 2015; Boudrias et al., 2020). The negative
psychological factors are highly correlated with job strain and
job stress. A higher degree of job strain may produce a higher
degree of job stress, and vice versa (Chung et al., 2017; Park et al.,
2020). The job stress is considered as a factor that is favorable
to the improvement of work efficiency in different studies.
Appropriate job stress allows employees to feel the urgency of
job execution, thus leading to a higher performance. However,
excessive stress can induce negative physical and psychological
status, such as lower wellbeing, anxiety, and higher turnover
intention (Chung et al., 2017; Ariza-Montes et al., 2018; Wen
et al., 2020). Based on the above statements, this study aims
to discuss the effect of self-efficacy and job stress on turnover
intention, and verifies themediating role of them in psychological
contract and turnover intention.

Scholars indicated that the JDC model is oversimplified,
because the job control is the only one of many resources for
coping with job stress, and overlooks the equally important social
support (Ariza-Montes et al., 2018). COVID-19, as a new topic,
will have a different impact on employees’ job stress compared
to the results of previous studies, and the discussion from this
perspective will be conducive to verifying old theoretical models
and offering meaningful insights. The social support has always
been regarded as having an immediate and interactive effect on
job strain and the psychological and physical health of employees
(Pozo-Antúnez et al., 2018). Johnson and Hall (1988) expanded
the JDCmodel as the JDC-Support (JDCS) model by introducing
the social support (Bruyneel et al., 2017; Vassos et al., 2019).
The JDCS model emphasizes that organizations or leaders will
give tangible and intangible resources based on the working
situation of employees, and assist employees to effectively control
the operation of work tasks and their psychological stress (Pozo-
Antúnez et al., 2018). This study presents that the leadership
relationship between supervisors and employees can be regarded
as an important support factor, and the differences in the
leadership style will result in an obvious contrast in the work
efficiency of employees (Lornudd et al., 2015). Specifically, the
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transformation leadership is an important source of support,
which can enlighten and guide employees to generate a high
level of organizational citizenship behaviors (Zhang et al., 2018)
and arouse the high sense of identity among employees together
with other factors, thus bringing down the turnover intention
(Sun et al., 2012; Arnold and Walsh, 2015; Nohe and Hertel,
2017). Thus, this study aims to explore the mediating role of the
transformation leadership of supervisors in the research model.

Based on the above statements, this study makes several
contributions, such as (1) verifying the impact of psychological
contract on turnover intention using the (JDCS) model and
deepening the understanding of psychological contract, (2)
changing the status that all previous studies take positive factors
as an important source to discuss the job demands of employees
by taking positive and negative factors and control factors,
and (3) considering transformation leadership as important
modulating culture in organizations, discussing relationships
between variables and enhancing the model diversity.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESES
DEVELOPMENT

Job Demand-Control-Support Model
Proposed by Karasek (1979), the JDC model points out that the
joint effect of job demand and job strain will affect the job strain
(Lornudd et al., 2015; Ariza-Montes et al., 2018). The job demand
is the psychological source of stress, such as work overload,
time stress, and conflict demands, and the job decision latitude
refers to the decision-making authorization and decision-making
power in terms of technologies gained by employees. Many
recent studies combined the two dimensions and changed the
name of job decision latitude to job control (Theorell et al.,
1990; Brough et al., 2018). Johnson and Hall (1988) expanded
the JDC model as the JDCS model by introducing the social
support; however, the social support has always been regarded
having an immediate and interactive effect on work strain and
the psychological and physical health of employees (Bruyneel
et al., 2017; Brough et al., 2018; Vassos et al., 2019). Meanwhile,
under the high job demands, what employees worry about most
is whether they can finish the work smoothly, and the support
and affirmation from supervisors and colleagues can provide
a relieved work environment with positive feedback (Ariza-
Montes et al., 2018). It thus appears that the social support is
beneficial to enhance the employees’ confidence in completing
the work and the perception of mutual concern (Pozo-Antúnez
et al., 2018). In order to clearly understand the determinants
of the turnover intention under the COVID-19 pandemic, this
study, based on the JDCS model, expects to offer richer insights
into the theoretical basis, with the psychological contract as the
independent variable, the self-efficacy and job stress as mediating
variables, and the transformation leadership style of supervisors
as the disturbance variable.

Job Stress
Selye (1956) classified the stress sources into eustress and distress.
Stress sources of different natures vary in motivational potency,
and will lead to different outcome efficacies (Ohlson et al.,

2001). Wen et al. (2020) defined the job stress as a process
where individual psychological and physiological status changes
under the interactive effect of job-related factors and the job.
The job stress can also be defined as the reflection of workers’
failures in adapting to the work environment (Chung et al.,
2017), and can be classified into interpersonal relationship stress,
professional knowledge stress, workload stress, self-expectation
stress, organizational change stress, etc. (Park et al., 2020; Wen
et al., 2020). It will have a direct impact on workers, and will
even cause physical, psychological, and behavioral changes of
individuals (Akgunduz and Gürel, 2019). Previous studies of
job stress focused on of discussing the effect of specific stress
sources such as role conflict and role ambiguity on job stress
(Sethi et al., 1999). However, the job stress does not only derive
from role conflict and role ambiguity, but also from some other
factors such as workload, leadership style of supervisors, and
worktime urgency, so any source resulting in the psychological
stress of individuals can also be included in the discussion
(Brough et al., 2018; Wen et al., 2020). Cavanaugh et al. (2000)
argued that individuals judge whether the stress source can be
controlled based on their perception of whether this stress is
affected by a controllable cognition; as a result, individuals with
the ability to solve the stress source will see this an opportunity
for growth. On the contrary, if some stress sources are considered
uncontrollable or unsolved, individuals will be impeded from
seeking opportunities for growth (Park et al., 2020).

The job stress of employees is an important subject, which
not only causes a negative impact on employees, but also brings
damages to employers (Akgunduz and Gürel, 2019; Wen et al.,
2020). Some scholars found that the role of stress arising from
job stress is positively correlated with the turnover intention
of employees (Akgunduz and Gürel, 2019; Wen et al., 2020).
Some other scholars indicated that the reduction of job stress can
reduce the emotional exhaustion of employees (Isaksson Ro et al.,
2010). It is also found that job stress has a negative correlation
with job performance, work ethic, and job satisfaction (Kalyar
et al., 2019), and a positive correlation with job burnout and
turnover intention (Hwang et al., 2014; Chiang and Liu, 2017;
Chung et al., 2017). If the perceived job stress of employees is
self-evaluated as unsolved or as an obstruction to development,
employees will be aware of threats from the stress, and may
have responses such as worry, anxiety, and fear (Chung et al.,
2017; Sahin and Çetin, 2017; Park et al., 2020), resulting in the
lack of motivation required to satisfy job demands, the intention
of retreating from the job, and even the turnover intention
(Akgunduz and Gürel, 2019; Park et al., 2020; Wen et al., 2020).
Thus, this study develops a hypothesis as follows:

H1: Job stress has a positive impact on turnover intention.

Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy refers to one’s belief in individual capabilities to
perform well in specified work at a designated level (Bandura,
1986; Ugwu and Oji, 2013). As a self-regulatory mechanism
(Guarnaccia et al., 2018) or personal resource (Hobfoll, 2001),
self-efficacy has been given the role of mediator to manage
employees’ perceptions of job dissatisfaction or job insecurity
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(Shih and Chuang, 2013; Etehadi and Karatepe, 2019; Van
Hootegem and De Witte, 2019), which influence the employees’
service innovation behaviors (Kim et al., 2018a; Etehadi and
Karatepe, 2019). In the present study, self-efficacy can be used to
predict the employees’ performances related to family and social
aspects. Ugwu andOji (2013) proposed that individuals with high
self-efficacy showed a higher tendency of prosocial behaviors.
In addition, self-efficacy has an impact on emotional reactions
(Gist and Mitchell, 1992; Karatepe, 2015; Etehadi and Karatepe,
2019), so that self-efficacy can be a solution to improve the ability
of employees to successfully respond to related disappointments
with an organization that has not fulfilled commitments (De
Clercq et al., 2020). Based on the diverse research contexts,
researchers have extended a variety of self-efficacy to identify
the employees’ outcomes under different situations, such as
knowledge sharing self-efficacy (Ye et al., 2015), occupational
self-efficacy (Rigotti et al., 2008), and work-related self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1997; Schmitz and Ganesan, 2014; Dechawatanapaisal,
2018).

Compared to employees with a low self-efficacy, those with
a high self-efficacy clearly understand to what extent they can
finish tasks under specific social contexts (Sahin and Çetin,
2017; Afzal et al., 2019). Employees with a high self-efficacy
will be more focused and make greater efforts in the face of
contexts or statuses, and will exude confidence (Albrecht and
Marty, 2020). Meanwhile, they will also make greater efforts to
try to make breakthroughs and persist, thus reducing the risk
and uncertainty caused by job fatigue or job stress (Brough
et al., 2018; De Simone et al., 2018; Afzal et al., 2019). It can
thus be seen that self-efficacy will be a critical and significant
indicator when discussing how to reduce the negative emotion
and attitudes caused by job stress (Sahin and Çetin, 2017). As
scholars have indicated, employees with a low self-efficacy may
easily retreat in the face of difficulties and lack specific goals
because of insufficient concentration and unclear directions (De
Clercq et al., 2018); this kind of model will spend more time on
and devote more thought to the uncertain attempts, resulting in
a higher level of job stress. Thus, this study proposes a hypothesis
as follows:

H2: Self-efficacy has a negative impact on job stress (Park et al.,
2020).

Employees with a higher level of self-efficacy are willing to set
high goals, are not afraid of failure, and are more likely to
persist until difficulties are overcome (Khan et al., 2021). On
the contrary, employees with a lower level of self-efficacy are
not willing to put in practice, and are more likely to give up
in the face of difficulties. As stated by scholars, if employees
have a higher sense of efficacy for their future, they will have
a healthier psychological and physical status, and develop high
expectations and achievement motivations for themselves, thus
resulting in reduced feelings of discouragement (Park and Jung,
2015; De Simone et al., 2018). Some other studies also indicated
that the employees with a lower level of self-efficacy are less
responsible for dealing with challenges, while those with a higher
level of self-efficacy are highly motivated to cope with challenges
or achieve innovation goals, thus resulting in good performances

and reduced turnover intention (Afzal et al., 2019; Albrecht and
Marty, 2020). Thus, this study proposes a hypothesis as follows:

H3: Self-efficacy has a negative impact on turnover intentions.

Psychological Contract
Psychological contract refers to an unwritten contract with
mutual and implicit expectations between employee and
organization (Levinson et al., 1962), or beliefs of an employee
about reciprocal and promissory but not recognized obligations,
which are based on the perceived promises between employees
and employers or organization (Rousseau, 1990; Morrison and
Robinson, 1997). Current studies use the psychological contract
to identify the employees’ sense that employer or organization
has breached the contract (Ugwu and Oji, 2013), leading to
the employee’s feeling of betrayal and psychological suffering in
response to broken promises and unmet expectations (Robinson
and Wolfe Morrison, 2000), which refers to psychological
contract violation or psychological contract breach. In most of
these studies, researchers use the psychological contract as a
framework to understand the employees’ attitude or behavior
(Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler, 2003), and a potential solution to the
acquisition and retention of employees (Lub et al., 2012; Lu et al.,
2016). However, Van Hootegem and De Witte (2019) considered
psychological contract breach as a mediator rather than a
framework, to understand the relationship between job insecurity
and informal learning. As well as focusing on formal employees
and discussion in the context of profitable organizations, the
psychological contract is also used to identify the influence
of the psychological contract between companies and users in
an online community (Liu et al., 2021), and in government
organizations to identify workers’ perceptions and emotions,
for example, Duran et al. (2019) proposed that psychological
contract violation could lead to job-related stress of firefighters.
Now, scholars continue to enrich the theory of psychological
contract according to its subjective and idiosyncratic nature
(Rousseau and Tijoriwala, 1998), involving individual traits
combined to predict psychological contract, while Shih and
Chuang (2013) use narrow traits and broad traits to find
individual differences, influencing the mediation relationship
between psychological contract breach and other aspects.

The psychological contract shows that individuals have a close
and long-term relationship and norm with organizations, which
strongly affect the individuals’ professional career development
and advancement (Hartmann and Rutherford, 2015; Kim et al.,
2018b). In addition, the psychological contract can also be
considered as a process of socialization of individuals in
organizations (Birtch et al., 2015). The exchange relationship
between employees and organizations gradually extends from the
performance of the formal contract to the identification with
informal norms and obligations (Chen and Wu, 2017; Said et al.,
2021). If employees clearly know their responsibilities and work
scopes and further enhance the identification and commitment
with organizations, they will have a better understanding of the
vision, mission, and goals of organizations (Lu et al., 2016; Liu
et al., 2021), which will drive them to enhance their professional
skills to finish tasks assigned by organizations (Duran et al.,
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2019). Scholars have indicated that the high level of identification
with organizations will facilitate employees to elevate their beliefs
and attitudes required to accomplish tasks and achieve the
goals shared by organizations and employees. Thus, this study
proposes a hypothesis as follows:

H3: Psychological contract has a positive impact on self-
efficacy (Kim et al., 2018b).

The majority of job stress derives from unfamiliarity with job
contents and scopes of organizations, and excessive workloads
may make it difficult for employees to absorb the negative
attitudes resulting from their work or their lives (Duran et al.,
2019). As indicated by scholars, an appropriate level of job
stress allows employees to improve performance or gain more
advantageous creative ideas, or a low level of job stress can
reduce the turnover intention of employees. But they have
neglected the question of how to make employees recognize
the level of appropriate stress (Birtch et al., 2015; Duran et al.,
2019). Although few studies have discussed this topic, a better
understanding of formal and informal norms and a higher level
of identification of employees will help them have a clearer grasp
of job contents (Birtch et al., 2015; Hartmann and Rutherford,
2015). A high level of job stress may result from employees’
insufficient cognition of organizational demands, leading to
difficulties in providing effective solutions or satisfying the
demands required for completing the job and tasks through the
development of professional skills (Hartmann and Rutherford,
2015). Employees with a high level of psychological contract
are able to identify conditions required to complete tasks, thus
further reducing the job stress arising from uncertainties of job
tasks. Thus, this study proposes a hypothesis as follows:

H4: Psychological contract has a negative impact on job stress.

Transformation Leadership
According to the transformation leadership theory, leaders
motivate subordinates by promoting their goals and individual
care, thus enhancing their self-confidence and enabling them
to achieve the performance that exceeds the norm (Basu and
Green, 1997; Ramsey et al., 2017). For example, employees who
can perceive the transformation leadership of supervisors at a
higher level are more able to present innovation behaviors; or
when supervisors present the moral modeling or individualized
consideration under the transformation leadership, a positive
effect will also be exerted on the formation of employee
innovation (Li et al., 2015). Besides, the transformation
leadership can also positively facilitate employees to improve
their innovation behaviors or creative performance through
mediating mechanisms such as psychological empowerment
of employees (Sun et al., 2012), creative self-efficacy (Gong
et al., 2009), and intrinsic motivation (Shin and Zhou,
2003). Since employees are members of job teams led by
supervisors, this study states that leadership behaviors presented
by leaders should be regarded as an overall leadership style
(Vasilaki et al., 2016), which is shared by all team members
(Arnold and Walsh, 2015). Thus, this study considers the
research level of transformation leadership as a kind of

overall leadership behavior produced and dispersed in the
workplace, forming a kind of ambient stimulus, i.e., a shared
function (Liao and Chuang, 2007; Zhang et al., 2018). For
example, the transformation leadership features the emphasis
on self-values, beliefs, and missions to create a shared
vision, and the formation of employees’ identification with
roles of leaders in a flexible manner to form the cohesion
among employees.

As stated by views on interaction, individual behaviors and

attitudes are the outcome of the interaction of characteristics

and situations (Arnold and Walsh, 2015). Mediators may affect

individual attitudes and behaviors by interacting with other
situations or contexts (Stam et al., 2010). Gorman et al. (2012)

suggested that future studies should take situations and contexts
such as leadership style and task characteristics into account
(Wallace et al., 2013). Some other scholars also held the same

view (Dimotakis et al., 2012; Sacramento et al., 2013). Previous

studies of organizational behaviors have shown that leader
behaviors play a significant role in affecting the interactive
status and outcomes of employees in organizations (Wang et al.,
2013), and the transformation leadership can be considered as
a situational factor. Transformation leadership makes greater
efforts in motivating subordinates to achieve job goals through
performance. Such leaders are adept at stimulating employees
to make innovation and changes by making full use of powers
and situations (Zhang et al., 2018). They are also willing to

delegate powers to subordinates, and to help subordinates release
potential abilities to achieve organizational goals (Arnold and
Walsh, 2015). Besides, as stated in a few studies, transformation
leadership is contributive to enhancing the positive psychological
factors of employees and reducing the turnover intention. The
support of supervisors will be beneficial to the building of trust
between the employees and supervisors, and developing the
attitude of reciprocity in employees’ psychological contract, thus
forming abilities and beliefs required to complete the task goals
and reducing the possibility of causing damages by job stress
(Ayoko and Callan, 2010; Vasilaki, 2011; Vasilaki et al., 2016). In
addition, in the process of social identification, transformation
leadership can affect their followers through taking the self-
concept of followers into account (Vasilaki et al., 2016), and exert
influence on attitudes or performances of team members and
individual employees (Zhang et al., 2018) to reduce the turnover
intention. Thus, the inspirational motivation of transformation
leadership will motivate employees to grow and to share visions
and ideas, strengthening more positive outcomes such as self-
efficacy. Intellectual stimulation encourages employees to figure
out diversified ideas and new approaches to solve problems, and
stimulates deeper development and more positive development
(e.g., reducing job stress) (Miao and Cao, 2019). Based on the
above statements, we can see that the transformation leadership
is a situational driver for achievement of goals. Thus, we develop
hypotheses as follows:

H6: Transformational leadership moderates relationship
between psychological contract and self-efficacy.
H7: Transformational leadership moderates relationship
between psychological contract and job stress.
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FIGURE 1 | Research framework.

H8: Transformational leadership moderates relationship
between self-efficacy and turnover intention.
H9: Transformational leadership moderates relationship
between job stress and turnover intention.

According to the above hypotheses, the research framework is
shown in Figure 1.

METHODOLOGY

Sampling
This study aims to understand the psychological characteristics
of front-line staff (which refers to employees who interact and
communicate with customers face to face and provide service
required by customers) during major events, especially during
the COVID-19 pandemic. It explores the relationship between
perceived organizational support, subjective wellbeing, and job
performance. As there are different quarantine procedures in
different countries, and the pandemic plays different influences
on the people’s psychological characteristics, it is impracticable to
take each country as a sample. However, employees in industries
of different natures differ greatly in job attributes and properties.
Furthermore, it is difficult to collect samples by random sampling
due to the huge number of employees in the Chinese mainland.
In order to enhance the sample representativeness, researchers
select effective sample clusters based on their research purposes
and issues. Thus, purposive sampling is adopted, and several
conditions will be established during sampling so as to improve
the representativeness of the research samples. First, mainland
China, where the pandemic was most severe in the beginning,
was selected as the main area for sampling, and the quarantine
policy was the strictest. Thus, it is representative to a certain
extent. Second, to understand the psychological characteristics
of front-line staff, it is necessary to focus on those who actually
face customers, and the service industry was adopted as the main
industry. Third, while filling the questionnaire, all the samples
were already at work, rather than being isolated at home. This
study takes the front-line staff in the service industry, excluding
the staff in the catering service industry, as the study population

in order to accurately collect representative samples. In this
study, copies of the electronic questionnaire were sent, and 582
copies of the questionnaire were collected. Five hundred and
fifty three copies of the valid questionnaire were obtained after
excluding invalid ones. In the sample, most are male (58.3%).

Measures
The psychological contract adopted the scale revised by Kraak
et al. (2017), which owns six measuring dimensions of job
content, career development, social atmosphere, organizational
policies, work-life balance, and rewards, as well as 21 measuring
items, such as “offer possibilities for good cooperation,”
“professional development opportunities,” and “clear and fair
rules and regulations.” The Likert five-point scale was generally
used with 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

For Self-efficacy, the scale revised by Alisic and Wiese (2020)
was adopted, and it was revised to integrate 3 items of higher
reliability and validity, such as “I can remain calm when facing
difficulties in my job because I can rely on my abilities” and
“My past experiences in my job have prepared me well for my
occupational future.” Likert five-point scale was generally used
with 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Job stress adopted the scale revised by Tongchaiprasit
and Ariyabuddhiphongs (2016), which owns two measuring
dimensions of workload and insufficient resources, as well as
13 measuring items, such as “lack of feedback on performance,”
“insufficient management support,” and “poor communication
between staff.”

Turnover intention adopted the scale revised by Dane and
Brummel (2014), and it was revised to integrate 4 items of
higher reliability and validity, such as “I am thinking about
leaving this organization” and “I intend to ask people about new
job opportunities.”

In this study, we adapt the multi-item scale modified
from the transformation leadership Index on six aspects of
transformation leadership dimensions proposed by Ramsey et al.
(2017), also well-known as bundle of transformation leadership.
Transformation leadership was measured by six dimensions,
such as identifying and articulating a vision (5 items), providing
an appropriate model (3 items), fostering the acceptance of
group goals (4 items), high performance expectations (3 items),
providing individualized support (4 items), and intellectual
stimulation (4 items).

RESULTS

Assessment of Measurement Model
This study evaluates and revises the CFA measurement model
based on a two-stage model (Kline, 2011). Currently, academics
generally agree with the approach of Anderson and Gerbing
(1988). That is, CFA should report Standardized Factor Loading,
Multivariate Correlation Squared, Composite Reliability, and
Average Variance Extracted for all variables, and only after
these metrics pass the test can structural models be evaluated.
Specifically, Standardized Factor Loading is >0.50, Composite
Reliability is >0.60, and Average Variance Extracted is >0.50
(Hair et al., 2017), then the measurement model has good
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TABLE 1 | Measurement.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

1. JC 0.880

2. CD 0.832 0.900

3. SA 0.734 0.852 0.949

4. OP 0.753 0.828 0.871 0.883

5. WLB 0.590 0.623 0.629 0.716 0.849

6. Rewards 0.677 0.756 0.771 0.800 0.727 0.897

7. Self-efficacy 0.702 0.688 0.652 0.687 0.513 0.609 0.912

8. Workload 0.209 0.200 0.188 0.237 0.317 0.243 0.210 0.803

9. IR 0.074 0.089 0.073 0.100 0.258 0.170 0.099 0.781 0.804

10. TI −0.122 −0.137 −0.138 −0.112 0.064 −0.054 −0.108 0.498 0.557 0.945

11. IAV 0.527 0.467 0.387 0.424 0.325 0.323 0.529 0.036 −0.025 −0.162 0.868

12. PAM 0.521 0.467 0.388 0.414 0.298 0.311 0.500 0.020 −0.058 −0.191 0.831 0.939

13. FAGG 0.538 0.491 0.413 0.423 0.307 0.344 0.541 0.017 −0.055 −0.198 0.822 0.864 0.940

14. HPE 0.562 0.549 0.469 0.521 0.421 0.449 0.538 0.058 −0.027 −0.175 0.738 0.741 0.788 0.853

15. PIS 0.465 0.379 0.310 0.331 0.293 0.238 0.435 0.019 −0.022 −0.144 0.723 0.716 0.702 0.635 0.892

16. IS 0.550 0.495 0.406 0.424 0.346 0.357 0.513 0.057 −0.013 −0.149 0.764 0.763 0.792 0.745 0.755 0.926

Cronbach’s α 0.854 0.941 0.889 0.929 0.809 0.878 0.898 0.889 0.908 0.960 0.918 0.933 0.938 0.814 0.914 0.917

AVE 0.774 0.810 0.900 0.779 0.720 0.805 0.831 0.645 0.646 0.893 0.753 0.882 0.884 0.728 0.796 0.858

CR 0.911 0.955 0.947 0.946 0.885 0.925 0.937 0.916 0.927 0.971 0.938 0.957 0.956 0.889 0.940 0.948
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FIGURE 2 | Structural model.

convergent validity. Table 1 reports the CFA of the measurement
models, indicating that each construct has good convergent
validity. Discriminant validity is a measure to test whether any
two variables in a theoretical model are identical to each other.
The square root of AVE for each latent construct (see Table 1)
is greater than its cross-correlation with other constructs,
confirming discriminant validity.

Hypotheses Testing
This study was adopted PLS-SEM to represent the structural
regression coefficients and explained variance in the endogenous
latent variables. According to Hair et al. (2017), the bootstrapping
approach is used with a resampling of 5,000 for evaluating the
significance of the path coefficient. As shown in Figure 2 and
Table 2, results show the standardized regression coefficients of
the direct effects between the latent variables.

As displayed in Figure 2 andTable 2, the findings indicate that
the job stress (β = 0.246, p < 0.001) is positively correlated with
turnover intention, which supports H1. Moreover, self-efficacy
is negatively and significantly correlated with job stress (β =

0.246, p < 0.001) and turnover intention (β = 0.246, p < 0.001),
respectively; H2 and H3 are supported. Similarly, psychological
contract has a positive impact on self-efficacy (β = 0.246, p <

0.001) and a negative impact on job stress (β = 0.246, p <

0.001), so H4 and H5 are confirmed. Our findings also evidence
that transformational leadership significantly moderates the
relationships of psychological contract to self-efficacy (β = 0.246,
p < 0.001), psychological contract to job stress (β = 0.246, p <

0.001), self-efficacy to turnover intention (β = 0.246, p < 0.001)
and job stress to turnover intention (β = 0.246, p < 0.001); thus,
H7, H8, and H9 are supported rather than H6.

The interactions among transformational leadership,
psychological contract, self-efficacy, and job stress are significant
for self-efficacy, job stress, and turnover intention. To show

the moderating effects among these relationships more clearly,
we plotted these significant interactions and indicated that
psychological contract, self-efficacy, and job stress significantly
predict the employees’ self-efficacy, job stress, and turnover
intention only when their transformational leadership is high, as
shown in the simple slope chart in Figure 3.

CONCLUSIONS

Discussion
In the global COVID-19 pandemic, many organizations have
introduced human resource management resource practices in
terms of improving working conditions for employees and
enhancing their job security in order to reduce the turnover
intention and mobility. A lot of literatures have discussed the
relationship between job stress and performance, as well as the
relationship between job stress and turnover intention. However,
few studies have been conducted on employee perceived self-
abilities from the perspective of psychological cognition to reduce
the job stress. This study builds a complete theoretical framework
based on the job demand-control-support model, verifies the
relationship among psychological contract, self-efficacy, job
stress, and turnover intention, and takes the transformation
leadership as a critical moderator that can strengthen or weaken
the relationship between variables in the theoretical framework.

This study discusses the effect of self-efficacy and job stress
on employee turnover intention from the positive and negative
psychological cognition factors. The research results showed that
self-efficacy has a negative impact on the employee turnover
intention, and job stress has a strong negative impact on
employee turnover intention. The findings are similar to the
conclusions drawn by other scholars (De Simone et al., 2018;
Afzal et al., 2019; Akgunduz and Gürel, 2019; Wen et al., 2020),
that is, the positive aspect of self-efficacy and the negative
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TABLE 2 | Results of hypotheses testing.

Paths Coefficients t-value Results

H1: Job stress → Turnover intention 0.552 13.403 Confirmed

H2: Self-efficacy → Turnover intention −0.103 2.231 Confirmed

H3: Self-efficacy → Job stress −0.099 2.113 Confirmed

H4: Psychological contract → Self-efficacy 0.584 9.987 Confirmed

H5: Psychological contract → Job stress −0.193 3.392 Confirmed

H6: Psychological contract*Transformational leadership → Self-efficacy −0.025 0.605 Not confirmed

H7: Psychological contract*Transformational leadership → Job stress −0.095 1.983 Confirmed

H8: Self-efficacy*Transformational leadership → Turnover intention 0.069 1.973 Confirmed

H9: Job stress*Transformational leadership → Turnover intention −0.094 2.065 Confirmed

FIGURE 3 | Interaction effects. PC, psychological contract; TL, transformational leadership; TI, turnover intention; JS, job stress.

aspect of job stress are important factors affecting employee
turnover intention. This means, in the Chinese society in the
pandemic, job stress drives employees to pursue a higher level
of security; moreover, the conversion cost of turnover in the
pandemic is relatively low, which drives employees to seek safer
and more stable work environments. Thus, many uncertainties
will indirectly increase the job stress during the COVID-19
pandemic, and employees will have a sense of inability to
change working conditions because their negative moods cannot
be vented, leading to the high turnover intention. However,
self-efficacy is beneficial to reducing the employee turnover
intention. As stated by scholars, self-efficacy makes employees
more adaptable to organizational environments (De Simone

et al., 2018; Etehadi and Karatepe, 2019) and takes a high level
of organizational citizenship behaviors, and ensures employees’
willingness to help others and remain in organizations despite of
heavy workloads (Afzal et al., 2019; Khan et al., 2021). Different
from job stress, self-efficacy represents the employees’ cognition
and belief in their own abilities. Uncertainties in work can be
predicted precisely only through the grasp of expertise and the
development of skills. Thus, employees with the high self-efficacy
are able to master favorable conditions in the workplace to
create opportunities and possibilities, leading to the reduction of
turnover intention.

Furthermore, the research results also presented that self-
efficacy has a negative impact on job stress, which is similar to the
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findings of other scholars (Sahin and Çetin, 2017; De Clercq et al.,
2018). In other words, when employees are highly aware of and
believe in their capabilities, they are more motivated to propose
the solutions for work-related issues, and are more likely to have
a sense of achievement in the process of achieving task goals
and reducing the job stress. For individuals, challenging stress
may be considered as a momentum to facilitate the self-growth
inspire potential and achieve goals. But if there is no sufficient
self-efficacy, the will and energy of individuals may be consumed
virtually in face of overhigh stress factors such as time urgency
and job demand, resulting in physical and mental fatigue and
enhanced turnover intention.

The job demand-control-support model mainly discusses
the job attitude and reaction of employees caused by job
demand and job resources, and the resulting cognitive state,
known as psychological contract, against organizations. The
research results showed that the psychological contract has
a negative impact on job stress and has a strong positive
impact on the employee self-efficacy, which is similar to the
arguments of other scholars (Hartmann and Rutherford, 2015;
Kim et al., 2018b; Duran et al., 2019). This indicates that the
psychological contract can be used as an effective indicator to
test employees’ identification with organizations and utilization
of organizational resources (Liu et al., 2021). A high level of
psychological contract enables employees to keenly perceive good
job prospects provided by the organizations (Birtch et al., 2015),
receive educational training, and skill training provided by the
organization, thus improving the capabilities required to achieve
goals and reducing stress arising from job uncertainties.

In order to understand the control degree of situational
influence in the job demand-control-support model, this study
assumes that the transformational leadership will moderate
the direct relationship between variables. The research results
showed that transformational leadership has a significant
moderating effect on the relationships of psychological contract
to job stress, self-efficacy to turnover intention, and job
stress to turnover intention. Different from previous studies,
transformational leadership in this study is used as a situational
factor, but not an independent variable (Vasilaki, 2011). In
addition to the effect of the transformational leadership context
on the overall operation of the model, the development course
from the stage when employees recognize the information
conveyed by the transformational leadership to the social
interaction and the sharing of goals with organizations (Vasilaki
et al., 2016) can also be further discussed to offer valuable insights
into discussions over turnover intention. Transformational
leadership does not only represent the leadership of managers,
but also can be considered as an important culture that is injected
into organizations from top to bottom, which is conducive
to disseminating and extending cultural elements and offering
rich and deep understandings of leadership theories. This study
concludes, the same as other scholars, that the leadership is not
only the main source of support for employees (Brotheridge and
Lee, 2003; Arnold and Walsh, 2015), but also the major stress
source and primary cause of emotional exhaustion for employees
(Carlson et al., 2012). Thus, incorporating leadership style into
the research model will enrich the context and connotation of

theories related to the organizational citizenship behaviors and
human resources.

Managerial Implications
In additional theoretical contributions, several management
implications are also presented in this study. First of all, this
study verifies that the psychological contract will affect many
important outcomes of employees, and explain the reasons for
many organizational behaviors or attitudes. For example, the
psychological contract can intensely strengthen the self-efficacy,
and affect the employee job stress. This reflects the important
role of the psychological contract played in improving the
overall employee efficacy. Second, this study demonstrates the
effect of positive and negative psychological cognition (e.g., self-
efficacy and job stress) on turnover intention. Third, this study
also finds that the transformational leadership context in an
organization is conducive to improving employees’ psychological
quality for adapting to work conditions, thus reducing the
turnover intention. In other words, an appropriate job design can
inspire employees’ potential in controlling job stress through the
technique diversity, information processing, and professionalism
presented by their job, in addition to helping employees to
understand and adapt to their job. Thus, this study makes the
following suggestions: (1) The leadership should provide training
courses about knowledge and skills required by employees to deal
with a variety of businesses. The courses are better when designed
to enhance employees’ abilities to process information and solve
problems independently, and to inspire their intention to retain
in organizations and enhance the self-efficacy. (2) The leadership
can extend the sense of job responsibilities vertically, and
motivate employees to deeply understand the job implications, so
as to build the job motivation and self-efficacy of employees and
reducing the excessive negative mindset and turnover intention.
(3) The leadership should offer more opportunities to get
employees involved in decisionmaking, ensure relevant rules and
regulations can be implemented in a more fair and open manner,
thus reducing the impact of uncertain contexts on employees and
eliminating the possible resistance.

Research Limitations
First, this study only takes the front-line staff of the service
industry in the Chinese mainland, so whether the research
results of this study can be generalized and inferred to other
industries remains to be verified. Second, as this study uses the
questionnaire survey to measure the cognition of respondents
over variables in this study, the questionnaires used are a self-
report that fails to measure the implicit attitudes of respondents,
and it is likely to have the issue of common method variance. As
a result, we suggest that researchers combine the scale and depth
interview in future studies. Moreover, in this study, only front-
line staff were sampled, but the managers/supervisors have not
been surveyed. In this regard, the study suggests that subsequent
researchers can add managers/supervisors to the questionnaire
to conduct the cross-level hierarchical model analysis, so as to
enrich the significance of practice.

Second, in terms of sampling, we suggest the combination of
transformational leadership scale with the employees’ evaluation
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for supervisor and self-evaluation of supervisors. Besides,
it would be better to incorporate the general information
such as length of service of the leadership, and paired
samples of each team can also be collected to facilitate the
extendibility of research findings, and make the research
findings richer and more accurate. In addition, gender
has been an important influencing factor for studies of
organizational behaviors, because male employees may have
a different grasp of contextual uncertainties from female
employees. As a result, this study suggests considering
the comparisons between men and women to offer richer
and more valuable significance to the development of
theoretical models.

Lastly, although a good result has been shown in this study
by using the JDCS model, a western theoretical model, to
discuss the employees’ turnover intention in Chinese society
in the COVID-19 pandemic, there are still many theoretical
extensibilities. As such, we suggest the use of more diversified
theoretical models in future studies to probe into attitudes and

psychological states of employees in the Asian area or the Chinese
cultural context.
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As part of the cultural industries, performing arts has been playing an important role in
enriching people’s spiritual life, leveling culture and education, creating jobs, and even
making economic benefits. Hence, a significant methodology is required to tackle the
complicated concepts of transformational leadership (TL) and social factors in an arts
industry context. This article aims to observe the direct impacts of TL on organizational
commitment (OC). Furthermore, it examined the indirect effects of TL on OC and
intention to stay (ITS) via person–job fit (PJF), social capital (SC), and psychological
capital (PC). According to the results of this research, TL was discovered to have a
positive impact on OC and PJF while having no significant effect on ITS. Furthermore,
PJF had a significant impact on SC. Moreover, SC significantly influenced PC. In
addition, PC was discovered to be in a significant correlation with OC while having no
significant association with ITS. Finally, OC was also in a significant relationship with ITS.

Keywords: transformational leadership, person–job fit, social capital, psychological capital, organizational
commitment, performing arts organizations

INTRODUCTION

Despite a considerable contemporary interest in the economic and social roles played by the
“cultural” or “creative” industries, less attention has been paid to the livelihood experiences of
the cultural workforce underpinning these developments (Coulson, 2010). As part of the cultural
industries, performing arts has been playing an important role in enriching people’s spiritual life,
leveling culture and education, creating jobs, and even making economic benefits. Numerous
psychological and behavioral studies have been performed on transformational leadership (TL);
nevertheless, these studies did not focus on performing arts industries. This implies that a
significant methodology is required to tackle the complicated concepts of TL and social factors in
a performing arts industry context. Globally, performing art groups, as the core content providers
in the performing arts industry, have encountered many challenges in recent years, such as aging
audiences, high competition in the market, tight funding, and the loss of outstanding players.
Besides, performers’ career goals often come at the expense of their own health, such as musicians’
injuries and illnesses (Brodsky, 2006) and opera singers’ professional anxiety (Sandgren, 2009).
Music and the arts are often important motivators because the performance itself can bring
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enjoyment and a sense of accomplishment to the performer.
However, a performer’s love and enthusiasm for the performing
arts by itself is not enough to promote the desire to remain in
the performing community (Brodsky, 2006). It has also been
suggested that one way to increase performers’ organizational
commitment (OC) is to increase their autonomy as decision-
makers (Shadur et al., 1999; Raelin, 2011). However, in fact,
performers in performing arts groups are often less likely to be
involved in decision-making. For example, in orchestras, the role
and influence of the conductor and artistic director are valued
more than the concern for one of the violinists. Some performers
feel that they are not involved in decision-making and that their
opinions and suggestions are not taken seriously (Oakland and
Ginsborg, 2014). In contrast to traditional leadership, TL focuses
on the needs of the organization’s members, inspires, empowers,
and helps subordinates to recognize and understand the value of
their work, and develops subordinates to become better decision-
makers in order to improve organizational performance and
achieve organizational goals. Therefore, it is valuable to evaluate
the impact of TL on performers’ OC and intention in a special
organization, such as performing art groups.

As a sort of implied rule conformity, societal norms
intelligently affect the assessment of leadership and creativity
of social people (York and Lenox, 2014). Earlier findings
have described creativity as a method by which an individual
provides original and applied notions, concentrating on the
effect of inherent individualities of the topic of creative concepts
on creativity, for instance, an individual’s character, thinking
methodology, information storage, and inspiration (Kandler
et al., 2016). Nevertheless, only some findings have investigated
the impact of creativity from a societal viewpoint, such as the
leadership style, disregarding the point that creativity is similarly
a social development topic to societal perception and belief (Du
et al., 2021). The leadership approach can indicate the efficiency
of the company. This is an essential characteristic that affects the
advancement of the employees and the organization’s operation
(Manzoor et al., 2019). TL is deemed as an important leadership
approach and it is described as a leadership method that allows
the leader to engage with groups to recognize the change,
furthermore developing a vision to inspire and implement the
change along with the loyal individuals of the organization
(Bushra et al., 2011). TL has developed the interest among the
investigators as a result of its substantial and optimistic effects on
managerial and employees’ performance (Manzoor et al., 2019).

Individuals’ commitment to their organizations has been
considered a critical issue in management studies (Rego et al.,
2016). In addition, the employees’ sense of belongingness is
a crucial element for an organization, and it is impacted by
leadership. Hence, scholars investigating the leadership take into
account the essential concept of OC, which can be described
as allegiances to the beliefs and objectives of the company,
dependence, and ethical obligation to stay in their company
(Ibrahim Alzamel et al., 2020). Various findings draw attention
to the impact of leadership on OC. It is thus essential to
explore leadership as a means of discovering the preferred
managerial framework of optimism (Rego et al., 2016). Hence,
some companies incorporate assessment and execution of

different kinds of leadership in their organizational strategy.
Consequently, some scholars have discovered the importance of
TL in enhancing OC (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Transformational
leaders know the demands of corporations and people who
follow the leaders as their ideals of charisma, honesty, and
truthfulness. Furthermore, transformational leaders direct their
people toward their lives and their jobs (Gardner et al., 2005).
TL is distinguished by being clear, honorable, and honest with
everyone, working in agreement with their beliefs, principles,
and ideas, and providing a genuine and authentic association
(Walumbwa et al., 2008). This implies that the greater the
degree of apparent leadership, the more the dedicated people
are toward accomplishing their goals (Kernis and Goldman,
2005). TL is in a significant relationship with OC because of the
developmental methodology of the transformational leader, as
it can significantly impact the actions and opinions of workers,
improving OC behaviors and efficiency (Walumbwa et al., 2008;
Rego et al., 2012). This triggers followers to believe further
dedicated to attaining the aims, based on their level of perceived
TL (Kernis and Goldman, 2005; Rego et al., 2016). This research
article focuses on measuring the impact of TL on OC in the
performing arts industry.

Worker retention is a crucial concern and a huge issue
for organizations (Deery and Jago, 2015). Improving worker’s
intention to stay (ITS) is an essential objective for organizations
because of the great costs related to employing, positioning,
and coaching new applicants (Deery and Jago, 2015; Sobaih
et al., 2020). ITS is theorized as workers’ ITS with their current
organization for a long time (Johari et al., 2012). ITS is found
as a crucial element of turnover conduct and is inspired by
many workers’ job feelings, involving satisfaction toward their
jobs and their OC (Gruman and Saks, 2011; Milliman et al.,
2018). ITS is the greatest forecaster of worker retention and issues
impacting ITS are expected to impact worker turnover (Brewer
et al., 2012). The notable factors of ITS within their corporations
are leaders’ skills to inspire, motivate, encourage, and fulfill their
workers (Shuck and Herd, 2012). Leadership is a crucial factor
of the industry’s potential and future (Ohunakin et al., 2019).
To better understand the employee performance conduct in
organizations, it is important to examine TL (Dai et al., 2013). TL
is frequently linked with employees’ ethical principles (Joo and
Nimon, 2014). Hence, this article aims to study the relationship
of TL with the ITS.

Person–job fit (PJF) is described as the connection among
the skills of an individual and the needs of the workplace, or
the requirements, or aspirations of an individual and the actual
provisions by the workplace (Edwards, 1991), which relates with
the corresponding fit (Boon et al., 2011). Employing fit theory,
especially with an emphasis on PJF, this research fulfills the
research gap in the current TL studies regarding the knowledge of
finding the right TL strategy to influence PJF (Bui et al., 2017). In
addition, this research similarly analyses the relationship between
PJF and social capital (SC). SC, as the fundamental basis of
human resource management (HRM), is usually recognized as
a unique method to supervise individuals who pursue to attain
competitive benefit as a result of the strategic growth of well
dedicated and competent personnel (Raja et al., 2018). PJF can
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be inferred as a driving force of SC. Investigation on value
equivalence has indicated that fulfilled and dedicated workers
report greater PJF. Similarly, workers with values matching with
other workers are further expected to believe those workers (Tsui
and O’reilly, 1989). Once people are employed in a framework
described by goal/objective comparison, they are further expected
to adopt organizational standards and cooperate with other
individuals in a method, which encourages a better amount of
bonds, shared trust, and a common attitude, which is the basis
of SC (Raja et al., 2018). Moreover, SC was found to be in
a significant relationship with psychological capital (PC) (Raja
et al., 2018). Hence, this study intends to link SC with PC.

PC is a state of optimistic personal psychological improvement
described by four psychological characteristics, including
optimism, self-efficacy, resilience, and hope. Self-efficacy can
be described as an understanding equal to self-assurance in an
individual’s capability to accomplish particular responsibilities.
Moreover, optimism is described as the emotional intent and
beliefs to assume the finest constructive outcomes that can
significantly impact individual’s physical and psychological
wellbeing. In addition, hope represents anticipation that offers
individuals assumed fortitude and commitment to devote their
energies in order to accomplish their aims. Finally, resilience
is the capability to adjust in correspondence to confronting
difficulties or considerable risks (Luthans and Youssef, 2004;
Mahfud et al., 2020). In addition, corresponding to previous
literature, PC is found to be in a significant relationship with
OC (Peng et al., 2013) and ITS (Karatepe and Karadas, 2014).
Consequently, this article analyzes the relationship of PC with
OC and ITS. OC is significantly associated with ITS (Ibrahim
Alzamel et al., 2020). Hence, this research article also examines
the association between OC and ITS. This study also intends to
fulfill the following significant research gaps for TL. First, this
study intends to explore the direct impacts of TL on OC. Second,
this study examines the indirect effects of TL on OC and ITS via
PJF, SC, and PC.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Transformational Leadership
The current leadership theory is usually described as a volatile
and mutual method among individuals chasing a shared objective
(Komives and Dugan, 2010). In an organizational setting,
this concept considers the interactive activities, including the
associations between managers and employees. For instance, the
distinctive relationship of a leader with an employee accounts for
exceptional execution of job activities and achievements for the
company. Investigators have numerous opinions regarding the
part of leadership and its impact on the attainment and closure
of any plan, company, or organization; nonetheless, many of
the researchers approve that those leadership methods have a
vital part in the development and achievement of any company.
Leaders are engaged in recognizing the company’s objectives,
encouraging conduct related to these objectives, and controlling
the company’s culture (Erkutlu, 2008). Leadership can similarly
be described as the capability to inspire, promote, and allow

employees to participate related to the success and competencies
of the company. The latest literature demonstrates that TL is a
well-known leadership method, and it highlights philanthropy
and altruïsm for the improvement of the workers or companies
(Manzoor et al., 2019). In the research on modern HRM, TL is a
subject that has drawn a great level of interest from researchers
and specialists (Banks et al., 2016). It is also described as a
motivational process through which leaders’ behavior affects the
attitudes and behavior of their followers (Hammond et al., 2015).
Empirical findings have frequently proved the significance of TL
in forecasting employees’ self-efficacy (Walumbwa et al., 2008),
optimism (Lu et al., 2018), self-esteem (Matzler et al., 2015),
innovation implementation behavior (Michaelis et al., 2010), task
performance (Brouer et al., 2016), shared values (Lee et al., 2010),
and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) (Zacher and
Jimmieson, 2013). Nevertheless, comprehensive knowledge of TL
and its operational methods is still uncertain (Bui et al., 2017).

Organizational Commitment
Becker (1960) performed the initial investigations of OC
developed in the 1960s. According to him, a commitment was a
concept that described the different kinds of behaviors deemed
by people as an investment in companies that eventually confine
their actions and potential. Other researchers have focused on
this subject, by creating a structure, however, not a consensual
description recognized by everyone. After examining all
descriptions, there was somewhat similarity to each one of them
and it aided to describe the concept as a psychological connection
between an employee and a company, and a power that alleviated
and focused their behavior (Meyer and Herscovitch, 2001).
Furthermore, corresponding to Rego et al. (2016) and the Meyer
and Allen’s multidimensional prototype (1991), comprising
affective commitment, normative commitment, and continuance
commitment has larger agreement, approval, and utilization.
The notion of OC indicates that workers make a choice to
leave or stay with the company (Meyer et al., 1993). OC
is employed to imply if a worker will decide to maintain
his affiliation in the company (Allen and Meyer, 1996). It
implies a mental state that defines the association between a
worker’s job and the company. Hence, it can be inferred that
OC is significant for employees and managerial goals as it
operates as a path between the industry and the employees
(Patiar and Wang, 2016).

Intention to Stay
The workforce is an essential component of any organization
and, therefore, employees are always considered as the greatest
asset of an organization. Most organizations recognize the
importance of human resources in realizing the success of their
businesses (Johari et al., 2012). ITS is theorized as a person’s
intent to continue with their current organization and was
found to have the largest total impaction turnover (Price and
Mueller, 1981). ITS is found as a significant factor of real
turnover conduct and is manipulated by several worker job
approaches, involving OC and job satisfaction, which can be
associated with work spirituality and commitment (Saks, 2011;
Milliman et al., 2018).
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Person–Job Fit
The PJF is described as the association between the employee’s
capabilities and the requirements of a position, or the demands
of an employee, in comparison with the actual job offering
(Edwards, 1991; Boon et al., 2011). PJF implies the connection
between work reinforcement structure and the need structure
of the employee (Xie et al., 2016). Consequently, PJF is an
essential notion for workers and managers. A significant quantity
of investigation has expressed significant relationships between
PJF and OC (Scroggins, 2008; Atmojo, 2015).

It can be speculated that a greater PJF indicates greater
individual creativity, and these workers will make improved
usage of their capabilities, hence, promoting the satisfaction of
different goals (Edwards, 1991), and with a smaller amount of
concern regarding emotional commitment. In contrast, workers
with lesser PJF might have difficulties in managing coworkers
and cannot take benefit of their strengths; consequently, these
workers might pay extra consideration to emotional commitment
(Yang et al., 2019). In the employing fit theory, especially
with an emphasis on PJF, this research fulfills the gap in the
current TL research. Therefore, more investigation regarding the
impact of TL on the role workers’ assessments of their jobs and
businesses and their associated PJF is deemed to be necessary.
It improves the knowledge of the relationship between TL and
different results by analyzing PJF as one of the earlier unexplored
mediators (Yukl and Mahsud, 2010; Bui et al., 2017).

Social Capital
The SC is described as a resource that occurs in social interactions
between people, groups, and societies to attain shared advantages
(Coleman, 1988). As curiosity in SC has increased, several
experiments have discovered this idea in organizations (Bolino
et al., 2002; Andrews, 2010; Ko, 2021). SC is perhaps an essential
social means, rooted in the societal relationships in a company,
for enhancing the company’s results by encouraging information
transmission and distribution. In addition, with an importance
in the organizational setting, these studies have deemed SC as
a representative of the whole organization (Kiss et al., 2014;
Berthelsen et al., 2016; Ko, 2021). SC is a multidimensional
notion that contains bonding SC, which can be described as
communications among individuals, bridging SC, which can
be explained as collaborations with external individuals, and
linking SC, which is described as faith in the power and official
organizations (Putnam, 2000; Szreter and Woolcock, 2004). The
difference of the abovementioned three kinds of SC indicates
that SC is recognized by encouraging and trustful associations
between associates and among workers and the organization.
As a collective ability of a company, SC contains cooperation,
faith, and organizational integrity in an organizational setting
(Oksanen et al., 2010; Kiss et al., 2014; Berthelsen et al.,
2016). In this study, built on Leana and van Buren (1999)
description, SC indicates that mutual benefits indicate the trait
of social connections between people in a company. SC was
operationalized comprising three dimensions of SC, including
structural SC that is related to connectedness, relational SC that
is associated with shared trust, and cognitive SC that can be

affiliated with shared principles (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998; Ko,
2021).

Psychological Capital
According to the study by Luthans et al. (2007a), optimistic
organizational conduct is centered on the personal level and
analyzes different influences and constructive mental abilities,
which can be evaluated and assessed. Improvement aims at
a viewpoint of positive outcomes in operation that lead to
enhanced organizational functioning (Luthans and Youssef,
2004; Luthans et al., 2005). PC is described as an optimistic
psychological condition of growth that is related to the
individual’s confidence inputting the required efforts to prosper
at completing difficult tasks which are also known as self-efficacy.
Furthermore, to make an optimistic acknowledgment about
being successful is also called optimism. In addition, be diligent
in relation to objectives and take the necessary steps to redirect
the ways to achievement, for instance, hope and, if disturbed by
difficulties, continue and recover, to accomplish, which is known
as resilience (Luthans et al., 2007a; Rego et al., 2012).

HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

Transformational Leadership and
Organizational Commitment
According to Meyer and Allen (1991) framework, OC is a
predictor of the conduct of employees in the company, specifying
the way these employees place themselves and the way they are
linked to the organization. This has an impact on absenteeism
and job performance (Mathieu and Zajac, 1990; Ng and Feldman,
2008). Every element of the Meyer and Allen’s OC framework
(1991) describes employees’ relationship to the company
(Meyer and Allen, 2004). Affective commitment is related
to individual traits (Mathieu and Zajac, 1990), for instance,
apparent competency, age because as employees’ age increase,
they have fewer work prospects, and educational achievement
because a negative association exists with this component
and it is linked to the likelihood of further alternate work.
Nevertheless, a few researchers point to specialized characteristics
as antecedents of this aspect, e.g., rank in the company that is
linked to organizational dependency (Mathieu and Zajac, 1990),
professional knowledge, and satisfaction related to job combined
with a better sense of accountability that consequently leads
to higher OC (Allen and Meyer, 1996). Individual qualities,
the choice of shifting work, and tenure are part of calculative
OC. Finally, normative OC is linked to socialization practices
from the worker’s association with the company (Rego et al.,
2016). TL is significantly linked to improved OC because of the
behavioral method of the transformational leader (Walumbwa
et al., 2008; Rego et al., 2016) as it can certainly impact the
actions and mindsets of workers, creating OC, performance,
and organizational citizenship conduct (Rego et al., 2012). These
reasons make employees to consider more commitment while
accomplishing the organizational objectives and goals, as a result
of their level of apparent authenticity (Kernis and Goldman,
2005; Rego et al., 2016). More precisely, TL aids to improve OC
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and trust. Leaders engaged in TL urge their employees to feel
artistic, which could have a significant impact on their employees’
OC (Sobaih et al., 2020). Another study supported this argument
by stating TL can improve employees’ OC and motivational
degree by becoming engaged to resolve difficulties creatively
and knowing their demands (Walumbwa and Lawler, 2003).
Meyer et al. (2004) classified OC into three attitudes, namely,
affective commitment related to workers’ emotive connection to
their companies, normative commitment involved with workers’
perception of responsibility to stay, and continuous commitment
linked to workers’ apparent losses, in case they intend to leave
the company. Earlier findings related to TL impact on OC have
examined only one dimension of OC, for instance, affective
commitment (Dai et al., 2013; Sobaih et al., 2020). Therefore, the
following hypothesis can be postulated.

H1: TL positively influences OC.

Transformational Leadership and
Intention to Stay
It can be inferred that the leadership method is a trustworthy
forecaster of ITS (Chen and Wu, 2017). Factors impacting
workers’ ITS are expected to impact their turnover (Brewer et al.,
2012). Consequently, the leaders’ skills to motivate, inspire, and
fulfill their workers are important forces of workers’ ITS with
their companies (Shuck and Herd, 2012). Furthermore, a study
examined the way personal and organizational aspects impact
worker ITS. TL was one of the independent variables of the
research. TL aims to the achievement of duties and wellbeing
of employees. The findings revealed that TL is a powerful
predictor of ITS (Kim and Jogaratnam, 2010). Furthermore,
another study examined the association between leadership ways
and ITS. According to the results, TL increased an employee’s
ITS (Wells and Peachey, 2011). Moreover, Chen and Wu (2017)
have similarly discovered that leadership conducts, particularly
TL, impact ITS in the service industry. Workers are anticipated
to demonstrate constructive actions, for instance, ITS, whenever
they get proper attention from their leaders (Book et al.,
2019; Sobaih et al., 2020). Therefore, the following hypothesis
can be postulated.

H2: TL positively influences employee ITS.

Transformational Leadership and
Person–Job Fit
TL is described as a leadership method that allows the leader to
engage with groups to recognize the change, additionally develop
a vision to motivate and employ the change alongside the loyal
workers of the organization (Bushra et al., 2011). In contrast, PJF
is described as the association between the employee’s capabilities
and the requirements of a position, or the demands of an
employee, in comparison with the actual job offering (Edwards,
1991; Boon et al., 2011). The relationship between TL and PJF can
similarly be described by leaders’ capability to deal with workers’
demands. Whenever workers are deemed separately, they have a
tendency to be encouraged to develop additional work abilities
(Bui et al., 2017). TL improves workers’ demands from smaller

degrees, including functioning and protection to greater degrees,
including respect and self-actualization with regard to Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs (Albritton, 1998). To be certain, it is suggested
that TL methods, for instance, encourage the enthusiasm to
affect workers’ feelings toward their careers and improve the
value in employment, including connecting the work to a larger
purpose (Bui et al., 2017). Similarly, a study by Enwereuzor
et al. (2018) reported TL, PJF, and work engagement among
hospital nurses. It examined the moderating impact of PJF on
the relationship between TL and work engagement. According
to the results of this study, TL had a significant impact on work
engagement, while PJF was found to significantly moderate the
relationship between TL and work engagement. Moreover, it can
be inferred that TL might encourage their employees to work
ahead of expectations. Such knowledge can nevertheless vary on
the amount of the PJF of the employees. The logic is that it would
be simpler for workers with an elevated degree of PJF to be further
involved with their job while encouraged by TL in comparison
with those employees with lower degrees of PJF (Enwereuzor
et al., 2018). Furthermore, another study similarly suggested that
PJF was assessed as a mediating variable to study the effect of TL.
According to the findings of the research, it was discovered that
the association between TL and performance was successfully
mediated by PJF (Chi and Pan, 2012). Consequently, it is fair
to believe that TL enhances workers’ PJF. Established on the
mentioned reasons, the following hypothesis can be postulated.

H3. TL positively influences PJF.

Person–Job Fit and Social Capital
There are several explanations of apparent PJF in research.
For this research, PJF can be defined as the equivalence and
comparison between employees and their companies (Piasentin
and Chapman, 2006). The fit consists of supplementary fit,
including the equivalence attained when the individual and
the company acquire identical traits, and complementary fit,
including the relationship between anticipation and demands
of the company and prospects and requirements of employees
(Raja et al., 2018). Various findings have underlined that
PJF is associated with a variety of consequence variables,
including job exploration and assortment, job fulfillment,
personal performance, dedication, turnover, and worker welfare
(Kim et al., 2005; Biswas and Bhatnagar, 2013). This study
focuses on PJF’s correlation to a further company-positioned
result variable, SC. It can be contended that PJF is an influential
driver of SC. A study on value comparison has indicated that
pleased and dedicated workers state greater PJF (Kim et al.,
2005; Raja et al., 2018). Similarly, people whose ideals fit with
other workers are further prone to trust those workers (Tsui
and O’reilly, 1989). Once people are employed in a framework
described by importance/objective comparison, they are further
expected to assume organizational standards and work together
with others who encourage a shared attitude, and shared
trust, which constitutes SC. The improvement of SC similarly
involves personnel to create a common mutual perspective and
to hypothesize positions in a comparable style (Nahapiet and
Ghoshal, 1998). Consequently, it is believed that workers share
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comparable morals with their company, and they are probable
not only to recognize the widespread organizational customs,
guidelines, and traditions; nevertheless, they will correspondingly
interrelate with other personnel in a method that enables
joint approaches of planning and understanding actions and
circumstances, thus forming SC. In addition, the social identity
theory highlights that entities that distribute related beliefs
and aims with their company are additionally expected to
recognize with their company. Consequently, people are further
encouraged to grow to believe and shared viewpoints with others
over this method of communicating principles and recognition
that promotes the growth of SC. Therefore, the following
hypothesis can be postulated.

H4. PJF positively influences SC.

Social Capital and Psychological Capital
SC has been labeled as the point of selfless inclinations and the
degree of shared trust among individuals in a society. SC is
established and theorized through societal relationships (Seibert
et al., 2001; Mahfud et al., 2020). Consequently, for the objectives
of this research, SC is the value achieved by people out of societal
relations to improve their societal capability. People with great
SC have a tendency to be extra reliable, further collaborative, and
less egocentric (Hasan et al., 2017). Some researchers consider
SC as a useful source that opens door to many other supplies
for instance investment, market knowledge, and consumers. In
the framework of the service industry, SC is created over societal
relations in the service setting. Earlier findings have defined SC
with the qualities of unity, relationships, societal organization,
and faith (Paiva et al., 2014; Mahfud et al., 2020). In addition, Chia
and Liang (2016) examined the impact of creativity and SC on
industrial intents in 213 service sector individuals. The findings
discovered that creativity and SC are important considerations
in creating business objectives. The function of the theory
of planned behavior (TPB) prototype to the development of
objectives for societal entrepreneurship asserts that SC could
affect societal business intent over perceived behavioral control
(PBC) (Zaremohzzabieh et al., 2019). Correspondingly, alteration
of the TPB framework by Malebana (2016) acknowledged that
PBC mediates SC in entrepreneurship intent. Corresponding to
TPB theory, PBC indicates to control attitudes regarding the
presence of circumstances that assist or confuse the manner
of conduct, and opinions regarding the force of these aspects.
The idea of PBC is similar to the PC theory that contains
resilience, self-efficacy, hope, and optimism (Mahfud et al., 2020).
Therefore, the following hypothesis can be postulated.

H5. SC positively influences PC.

Psychological Capital and Organizational
Commitment
A substantial relationship similarly occurs among PC and
OC. Luthans and Jensen determined an extremely powerful
constructive association between the PC and the evaluation
of the dedication of employees to the objective, principles,
and aspirations of the organization (Peng et al., 2013).

Furthermore, another research by Larson and Luthans (2006)
stated a substantial constructive relationship between PC and
job satisfaction and OC. Moreover, research conducted in China
investigated the impact of PC on job performance and OC
and discovered, which resiliency, hope, and optimism had a
constructive impact on worker job performance, organizational
citizenship, and OC. Consequently, the PC, of a worker, had
a significant influence on OC (Peng et al., 2013). Hence, the
following hypothesis can be postulated.

H6. PC positively influences OC.

Psychological Capital and Intention to
Stay
The current research suggests that PC possesses a particular
trait resource decreasing absence and turnover intents (Karatepe
and Karadas, 2014). Even though inadequate, there are findings
to encourage these associations. Particularly, Avey et al. (2006)
concluded that PC was a forecaster of unintentional absence.
Research revealed a significant correlation between PC and ITS
(Avey et al., 2009). Furthermore, a meta-analytic study conducted
by Avey et al. (2011) demonstrated PC to significantly impact
ITS. Moreover, evidence also exists regarding PC as moderators
or antecedents of ITS in the service management studies. PC’s
self-efficacy is discovered to increase employees’ ITS (Karatepe
and Karadas, 2014). In addition, PC’s hope is considered to
reduce turnover and increase employees’ ITS (Yavas et al., 2018).
Regardless of such conclusions, there is still a lack of investigation
concerning PC, expressed by optimism, hope, resilience, and
self-efficacy, on ITS (Karatepe and Karadas, 2014).

The PC has been described as an individual’s capability to
deal with difficult situations with patience and endurance and to
complete the desired goals to achieve success (Avey et al., 2009).
According to the above description of PC, workers possessing
high PC will have high capability to deal with challenging
work situations and, hence, will have high ITS at their jobs.
As individuals make choices regarding performing a task, and
persistence to achieve the task with their self-efficacy principles
(Bandura, 1982), it is probable that by trusting on their self-
efficacy beliefs to manage the situation and varying circumstances
(Bandura, 2012), their ITS rises (Aria et al., 2019). A recent
study by Aria et al. (2019) explored the mediation impact of PC
and organizational support on the association between leadership
and ITS. It was found that leadership was in a significant
relationship with ITS, perceived organizational support, and PC.
Furthermore, PC was also found to be in a significant relationship
with ITS. Hence, the following hypothesis can be postulated.

H7. PC positively influences employee ITS.

Organizational Commitment and
Intention to Stay
The OC is described as allegiances to the beliefs and objectives
of the company, idea of fitting, dependence, and ethical
responsibility to stay in their company. The OC is inspired
by job life quality. Once the workers are pleased with their
job life, they will be further compelled and remain in their
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FIGURE 1 | Research framework.

TABLE 1 | Convergent validity of constructs.

Construct Cronbach’s alpha Composite
reliability

Average variance
extracted (AVE)

TL 0.963 0.970 0.845
PJF 0.733 0.879 0.707
Cognitive SC 0.969 0.980 0.942
Relational SC 0.965 0.972 0.852
Structural SC 0.913 0.939 0.793
Hope 0.914 0.939 0.795
Optimism 0.864 0.936 0.880
Resilience 0.928 0.954 0.874
Self-efficacy 0.912 0.945 0.851
OC 0.938 0.953 0.803
ITS 0.948 0.963 0.865

TL, transformational leadership; PJF, person–job fit; SC, social capital; OC,
organizational commitment; ITS, intention to stay.

company (Ibrahim Alzamel et al., 2020). Furthermore, another
research testified that the person’s job life quality had a significant
impact on OC (Ghoddoosi-Nejad et al., 2015). In addition, OC
is found to be in a significant relationship with ITS (Lee et al.,
2017). This implies that the OC of workers to their company
by fulfillment and acknowledging job setting circumstances
will reduce turnover intent and increase employees’ ITS.
Consequently, OC is an essential forecaster of ITS; workers who
demonstrated great OC and connection to their company were
less expected to have plans to leave and devote long periods in
the same company (Mothoa, 2016; Ibrahim Alzamel et al., 2020).
Hence, the following hypothesis can be postulated.

H8. OC positively influences employee’s ITS.

The theoretical framework of this study has been shown in
Figure 1.

METHODOLOGY

The data for this study were collected from performing arts
organizations in China. This study concentrates on individuals
associated with performing arts organizations. Hence, the data
were collected from 15 top-ranking arts institutes located in
Guangzhou City, China, and a total of 240 samples were collected

using the convenience sampling technique. The data were
collected using a questionnaire. A valid response rate of 93.33%
and 224 respondents were received (Comrey and Lee, 1992;
MacCallum et al., 1999). This questionnaire used a seven-point
Likert scale. Hence, with the help of a Likert scale, researchers
were able to get a more precise result by measuring how strongly
an individual agreed or disagreed with a certain questionnaire
item. This seven-point scale ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to
7 (strongly agree), with four links to a neutral category. TL was
calculated by items proposed by Manzoor et al. (2019), while the
items to measure OC and SC were implemented from the study
by Ko (2021). ITS was calculated by items proposed by Price
(2001). Furthermore, the items to measure PJF were adopted
from Islam et al. (2019). Finally, PC was measured by the items
suggested by Luthans et al. (2007a). A pilot test was conducted
prior to conducting the formal survey. The pilot test targeted 50
individuals associated with performing arts organizations. The
test helped in testing and validating the questionnaire items.
Partial least squares (PLS) were used to conduct the analysis
of this research.

The PLS analysis was conducted in two stages. The
first stage was related to conducting the reliability analysis,
whereas the second stage was associated with testing the
research framework of this study (Anderson and Gerbing,
1988; Hulland, 1999). PLS is considered to be a reliable
tool in terms of calculating the validity and reliability of
measurement items and analyzing the research framework
(Petter et al., 2007). Moreover, PLS can evaluate variables with
non-normal distributed data because of its certain features.
Hence, it is considered to be a well-suited measurement tool
in terms of assessing complicated research frameworks (Chin
et al., 2003). Consequently, to assess the relationships among
constructs, measure the errors, and avoid collinearity, PLS
was deemed to be a much better option as compared with
traditional SEM techniques.

DATA ANALYSIS

Convergent and Discriminant Validity
The Smart PLS version 3.2.8 was used to conduct the analysis
of this study. Furthermore, the hypotheses of this research were
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TABLE 2 | Standardized factor loadings and cross-loadings of the outer model.

Item/Construct ITS OC PJF PC SC TL

ITS1 0.938 0.742 0.610 0.599 0.631 0.670

ITS2 0.902 0.739 0.653 0.635 0.649 0.670

ITS3 0.950 0.763 0.584 0.606 0.616 0.630

ITS4 0.930 0.812 0.641 0.669 0.636 0.629

OC1 0.781 0.922 0.648 0.733 0.794 0.740

OC2 0.717 0.914 0.629 0.708 0.772 0.720

OC3 0.791 0.892 0.627 0.659 0.706 0.615

OC4 0.726 0.890 0.607 0.713 0.718 0.615

OC5 0.665 0.860 0.596 0.651 0.719 0.678

PJ1 0.651 0.645 0.866 0.656 0.559 0.491

PJ2 0.548 0.593 0.909 0.628 0.646 0.612

PC1 0.446 0.511 0.540 0.804 0.465 0.405

PC2 0.455 0.542 0.554 0.789 0.488 0.444

PC3 0.521 0.578 0.553 0.809 0.503 0.444

PC4 0.586 0.646 0.647 0.736 0.654 0.612

PC5 0.565 0.697 0.668 0.789 0.733 0.616

PC6 0.610 0.712 0.607 0.870 0.667 0.550

PC7 0.660 0.689 0.623 0.815 0.661 0.655

PC8 0.559 0.675 0.598 0.869 0.614 0.490

PC9 0.561 0.706 0.608 0.871 0.686 0.552

PC10 0.486 0.562 0.527 0.808 0.526 0.425

PC11 0.586 0.660 0.606 0.881 0.625 0.557

PC12 0.641 0.676 0.614 0.882 0.624 0.538

SC1 0.581 0.629 0.665 0.664 0.795 0.689

SC2 0.566 0.718 0.628 0.741 0.792 0.623

SC3 0.595 0.680 0.577 0.685 0.831 0.656

SC4 0.535 0.682 0.571 0.651 0.817 0.598

SC5 0.577 0.724 0.650 0.630 0.902 0.777

SC6 0.615 0.738 0.602 0.625 0.911 0.798

SC7 0.596 0.740 0.587 0.630 0.925 0.811

SC8 0.598 0.715 0.546 0.601 0.876 0.807

SC9 0.630 0.742 0.588 0.599 0.897 0.811

SC10 0.603 0.728 0.586 0.615 0.905 0.865

SC11 0.600 0.770 0.582 0.635 0.885 0.833

SC12 0.584 0.765 0.578 0.630 0.893 0.819

SC13 0.619 0.740 0.555 0.598 0.875 0.831

TL1 0.673 0.721 0.533 0.571 0.813 0.890

TL2 0.619 0.651 0.544 0.585 0.824 0.912

TL3 0.687 0.735 0.606 0.613 0.807 0.957

TL4 0.655 0.715 0.612 0.599 0.791 0.918

TL5 0.554 0.631 0.555 0.533 0.802 0.900

TL6 0.656 0.690 0.599 0.599 0.813 0.937

TL, transformational leadership; PJF, Person–job fit; SC, social capital; PC,
psychological capital; OC, organizational commitment; ITS, intention to stay.

analyzed employing the structural equation modeling (SEM)
technique. To analyze complicated frameworks, researchers
recommend the PLS-SEM method (Hair et al., 2014). In
addition, PLS-SEM is well suited to conduct mediation analysis
and calculate estimations, as compared to regression analysis
(Preacher and Hayes, 2004). Similarly, the assumption related
to validation of the normality is not mandatory while using
PLS-SEM (Hair et al., 2014).

Both the outer and inner research models are included in
PLS-SEM. The outer research framework’s reflective constructs
were calculated using convergent validity and individual item
reliability. The highest factor loading value of 0.957 and the
lowest factor loading value of 0.789 are reported, as highlighted
in Table 1. The factor loading values were above the threshold
value of 0.7 and, hence, were considered acceptable (Hair et al.,
2014). Consequently, it can be inferred that this research has
satisfactory individual item reliability. The internal reliability of
all the variables is calculated using composite reliability (CR).
A threshold value greater than 0.6 is considered acceptable in
terms of CR values (Hair et al., 2014). As indicated in Table 1,
all the CR values are higher than 0.6; therefore, this study has
an acceptable internal consistency (Bagozzi et al., 1991). The
convergent validity of this study was analyzed, employing average
variance extracted (AVE). The highest AVE value of 0.942 and the
lowest AVE value of 0.686 are shown in Table 1. Consequently,
this research has a satisfactory convergent validity because the
AVE’s threshold value of 0.50 or more is considered to be
acceptable (Hair et al., 2014).

Discriminant validity was employed to evaluate the differences
between the constructs and their indicators. According to the
results demonstrated in Table 2, the factor loading of all the
indicators connected with its related construct exceeds the value
of all other factor loading values in the latent structure. The
highest factor loading values are highlighted in yellow in Table 2
(Hair et al., 2016).

The goodness of fit (GOF) for this study was analyzed using
the model proposed by Tenenhaus et al. (2005) to determine
the quality of the proposed research model, which calculates as
follows:

GOF =
√

AVE x
√

R2 =
√

0.837 x 0.743 = 0.789

Corresponding to the abovementioned calculation, the GOF
is 0.789, achieving the cutoff condition (0.210) for a significant
impact size (Wetzels et al., 2009).

Empirical Results
The inner model of this research is calculated by using Smart-
PLS. The p-values and t-values are analyzed to investigate
the proposed hypotheses in the inner model. The suggested

TABLE 3 | Hypothesis results.

Hypothesis Path coefficient (β) T statistics P-values

H1: TL - > OC 0.444 5.268 0.000

H2: TL - > ITS 0.171 1.571 0.116

H3: TL - > PJF 0.631 9.796 0.000

H4: PJF - > SC 0.685 12.621 0.000

H5: SC - > PC 0.734 17.536 0.000

H6: PC - > OC 0.491 6.693 0.000

H7: PC - > ITS 0.066 0.876 0.381

H8: OC - > ITS 0.645 5.099 0.000

TL, transformational leadership; PJF, person–job fit; SC, social capital; PC,
psychological capital; OC, organizational commitment; ITS, Intention to stay.
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hypotheses are supported when p < 0.05 or t > 1.96. According
to the results of this research, as shown in Table 3 and Figure 2,
TL was discovered to have a positive impact on OC (β = 0.444,
t = 5.268) and PJF (β = 0.631, t = 9.796), hence, supporting H1
and H3, while having no significant effect on ITS (β = 0.171,
t = 1.571), thus rejecting H2. Furthermore, PJF had a significant
impact on SC (β = 0.685, t = 12.621); therefore, H4 was supported.
Moreover, SC significantly influenced PC (β = 0.734, t = 17.536);
therefore, H5 was supported. PC was discovered to be in a
significant correlation with OC (β = 0.491, t = 6.693), hence,
supporting H6, while having no significant association with ITS
(β = 0.066, t = 0.876), consequently rejecting H7. Finally, OC was
also in a significant relationship with ITS (β = 0.645, t = 5.099),
indicating H8 was supported.

Figure 2 also indicates the values of R2. These values represent
the coefficient of determination values for exogenous variables.
Corresponding to the results, OC possesses a value greater than
0.7, which is deemed as a strong effect size. In contrast, PC and
ITS possess values between 0.5 and 0.7 and, hence, are considered
to have a moderate effect. Finally, PJF and SC indicate a weak
effect because their values lie in between the values of 0.3 and 0.5
(Moore et al., 2013).

According to the results shown in Table 4, TL had an indirect
significant relationship with SC (β = 0.435, t = 5.864) and PC
(β = 0.321, t = 4.808). Moreover, TL was also found to have a
significant indirect relationship with OC (β = 0.217, t = 4.068)
and ITS (β = 0.098, t = 2.954).

DISCUSSION

Conclusion
A significant methodology is required to tackle the complicated
concepts of TL and social factors in an arts industry context.
This article aims to observe the direct impacts of TL on OC.
Furthermore, it examined the indirect effects of TL on OC
and ITS via PJF, SC, and PC. This article creates a conceptual
model based on fit theory, SC theory, and theory of PC by Avey
et al. (2009). According to this study, TL was in a significant
relationship with OC. These results were in accordance with a
study conducted by Rego et al. (2016). However, according to the
findings of Rego et al. (2016), only three of the four dimensions of
PC (i.e., self-efficacy, hope, and optimism) significantly impacted
OC. Moreover, corresponding to the results of this study, TL was
also found to be in a significant relationship with PJF. These
findings are somewhat similar to the study by Bui et al. (2017).
Their research demonstrated that TL significantly impacted work
engagement, and this association was mediated by PJF in a
Chinese context (Bui et al., 2017). However, TL was found to be in
an insignificant association with ITS. These results were different
from the previous literature. According to previous research, TL
had a positive and significant impact on ITS (Sobaih et al., 2020).

Furthermore, this research indicated a significant relationship
between PJF and SC. This result was similar to a research study
that explored TL, SC, and PJF. In support of the hypotheses,
TL was positively related to both PJF and SC. In addition, PJF
was a significant mediator for the relationship between TL and

SC (Raja et al., 2018). Moreover, SC was also found to be in a
significant relationship with PC. The result was in accordance
with a study that analyzed SC, PC, and entrepreneurial intent.
According to the findings, SC was significantly associated with PC
(Mahfud et al., 2020). In addition, PC was significantly associated
with OC. The results were similar to research conducted on
nurses in the Xi’an City of China. The study reported the
influence of PC on job burnout by examining the mediating
impact of OC on this association. The conclusions showed
a significant relationship between PC and OC (Peng et al.,
2013). However, according to this study, PC did not significantly
impact on ITS. The results are dissimilar to a study using
conservation of resources (CORs) and congruence theories as
to their theoretical background and analyzed a framework,
which explored the impact of PC on family–work conflict,
work–family conflict, absence of intentions, and ITS. According
to their results, PC was significantly influencing employees’
turnover intention (Karatepe and Karadas, 2014). Finally,
corresponding to the results of this study, OC significantly
influenced ITS, and these results were somewhat similar to a
study conducted by Ibrahim Alzamel et al. (2020).

This study also analyzed the indirect effects of TL with OC and
ITS. According to the results of the study, TL had a significant
indirect relationship with OC. This finding is somewhat similar
to a study conducted by Rego et al. (2016). According to
the results of their study, TL was in a significant indirect
relationship with OC with PC as a mediator. Furthermore,
according to the results of this research, TL was found to be a
significant indirect relationship with ITS. This result is somewhat
similar to a study that measured the indirect relationship of TL
with ITS. The results of the aforementioned study indicated a
significant indirect relationship with ITS with OC as a mediator
(Sobaih et al., 2020).

Theoretical Implications
This study theoretically adds to the expanding body of
investigation on TL by analyzing its direct and indirect impacts
on two important concepts in HRM that are OC and ITS.
Moreover, it theoretically improves the earlier studies related
to the fit theory, SC theory, and theory of PC by Luthans
et al. (2007b) in the context of the art industry. This research
similarly provides empirical support, proving that the significant
correlation between TL and PJF is faced in non-western
environments. Simultaneously with the discoveries by Nguyen
et al. (2017), this research combines further proof of optimistic
effects of TL in non-western societies. This study demonstrates
that TL is a significant factor as PJF performs a significant
role in workers’ SC. It improves our knowledge of workers’
SC further, suggesting that SC is affected by fit theory, which
concentrates on worker fit to the job as an antecedent of SC.
This research adds to the fit theory by explaining that workers’
SC is significantly affected by their assessments on PJF that can
be enhanced by TL.

Creative employees in performing arts industries need
flexibility and independence to work in a creative production
environment. Nevertheless, the organizational capital of various
industries comprises formal rules, hierarchies, and organizational
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FIGURE 2 | Research results. ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

structures that might hinder the creativity of employees working
in performing arts industries, which in turn decreases the OC
of employees. Hence, in the case of managing the employees
of performing arts industries, companies should provide an
environment that promotes and encourages creativity. In
performing arts industries, SC increases OC through PC; hence,
investments in SC might result in increases in employees’ skills
and capabilities. Consequently, creative employees are deemed
to have a positive work attitude because of the organizational
investments in SC, which result in high OC (Chew and Chan,
2008).

The SC highlights social communication in external relations
of companies. These networks enable knowledge exchange
and information creation. Creative employees will cooperate
and trade concepts with their associates. Furthermore, they
will collect information by solving several challenges with the
help of network associations. In addition, resources acquired
through networks offer socio-emotive assistance for people
(Ibarra, 1993), and these optimistic personal relations will
improve trust, collaboration, and understanding among the
employees of performing arts industries. Corresponding to the
advantages taken from SC, creative employees will have higher
OC (Chen et al., 2012).

Practical Implications
The study will make the following practical implications to
the performing arts organizations. First, performers often
have a unique with persistent understanding of the arts,
and they are less sensitive to rules and are not satisfied
with passive obedience in their work. Performers often have

TABLE 4 | Indirect effects.

Indirect path Path
coefficient (β)

T-values P-values

TL- > PJF- > SC 0.435 5.864 0.000

TL- > PJF- > SC- > PC 0.321 4.808 0.000

TL - > PJF - > SC - > PC - > OC 0.217 4.068 0.000

TL - > PJF - > SC - > PC - > OC > ITS 0.098 2.954 0.003

TL, transformational leadership; PJF, person–job fit; SC, social capital; PC,
psychological capital; OC, organizational commitment; ITS, intention to stay.

a strong sense of professional identity, but their passion
for the art itself is not enough to promote their desire to
remain with a performing arts organization (Brodsky, 2006).
Therefore, managers of performing arts organizations can make
considerable efforts to increase communication between the
organization and the performers to better learn their employees’
work positive and adverse conducts. Second, arts organizations
are recommended to concentrate more on investments in
performers’ careers, with the help of offering them future
learning prospects and opportunities in order to enhance
their creative abilities. This investment in human capital will
enhance the OC of employees. Third, managers of arts industries
should create various interaction networks, place physical
settings that assist individual communications, and reward
activities of information distribution (Chen et al., 2012). Fourth,
managers are advised to encourage OC in their organizations
by promoting the philosophy of mutual communication with
their employees (Afsar et al., 2018). One way of enhancing
performers’ commitment to their organization is to increase
their autonomy as decision-makers (Oakland and Ginsborg,
2014). Transformational leaders value the development of their
employees and increase their participation in decision-making.
Therefore, it is recommended that leaders of performing arts
organizations adopt a transformational approach to increase
performers’ OC. Finally, this research article offers detailed
and comprehensive guidelines for managers to adopt an
effective leadership strategy and engage with their employees
to ensure smooth operations in the organization. Hence, it
is recommended for managers and practitioners to adopt TL
because of its ability to successfully enhance employees’ OC and
ITS (Sobaih et al., 2020).

Limitations and Future Research
This article has some limitations but also provides a direction
for future research. The research objective of this study
is the leadership of performing arts organizations impacted
by societal norms in cultural industries. The creation and
implementation of creative concepts are motivated by the
personal psychological actions of individuals, and capital is
created through leadership. Nevertheless, whether the findings
of this research can be employed in other industries, there are
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still other industries that can be explored using this research
framework. Furthermore, this study was conducted in the context
of China’s performing arts industry, which is influenced by
Confucian culture, where individuals tend to follow the behavior
of the masses. Social norms may have different influences on
creativity and leadership in different cultural contexts. Therefore,
future research can start from the background of social norms
in different countries to explore the social factors that enhance
creativity and leadership. In addition, this study used a survey
as a research methodology. Different individuals have distinct
interpretations of similar items; consequently, it can be indicated
that the questionnaire findings might have some impact on the
ultimate empirical outcomes. The questions applied in the survey
are close-ended, which has the possibility of omitting some
additional comprehensive and deep knowledge. Therefore, future
researchers can employ case study methodology in combination
with survey research to get a more detailed analysis.

Finally, future researchers can modify the constructs used
in this study. For instance, this research used PC as a second-
order construct and included all four dimensions of PC,
namely, self-efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism. Hence,
considering Luthans et al. (2007a) previous research argument
about investing in all the dimensions of PC as a whole into
account, future researchers are recommended to conduct a study

in which they can measure the individuals’ leadership capability
by conducting a comparison between two groups. One group
can be measured by taking into account only some dimensions
of PC, while the other group can be measured by taking all the
four dimensions of PC into account. This analysis cannot only
provide proof for the theories of researchers, such as Luthans
et al. (2007b), but also demonstrate the importance of using some
dimensions of PC, as conducted previously by some researchers
(Gardner et al., 2005; Walumbwa et al., 2008; Rego et al., 2016).
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Local development enhances the economic capacity and quality of life of the residents 
and, in particular, attracts tourism to the area. The co-creative value of the residents and 
the tourists can improve the consensus of the residents on the sustainable development 
of the place. This study focuses on the factors influencing the co-creation of value between 
residents and visitors in the Tamsui area near Taipei. The research hypothesis is based 
on the components of local attachment, economic benefits brought by tourists, 
environmental costs, social and cultural welfare of the place, life satisfaction of the 
residents, and the value of co-creation between residents and tourists. A total of 430 
questionnaires were collected through a questionnaire survey and statistical data were 
analyzed using a structural equation model, including descriptive statistical analysis, 
measurement reliability and validity verification, model fit, and structural model analysis 
to validate the research hypotheses. The study found that place attachment positively 
and significantly affects the economic benefits, environmental costs, and socio-cultural 
welfare of residents about tourists. Resident satisfaction is positively and significantly 
affected by the environmental costs from visitors and by socio-cultural welfare, but there 
is no significant impact from economic benefits. Finally, based on the findings of the study, 
practical recommendations were made for enhancing co-creation value between Tamsui 
residents and visitors, including enhancing residents’ feelings of place attachment and 
construction of local social culture and welfare. For the residents of Tamsui, unlike the 
local government and enterprises, need to be able to create value with tourists in order 
to have a friendly relationship with them and develop regional tourism in a sustainable manner.

Keywords: place attachment, economic benefits, environment costs, social–cultural welfare, co-creation

INTRODUCTION

The concept of local creation originated in the early days of the Japanese government. Given 
the aging population and the uneven development of urban areas, the rural areas in backward 
areas could be  reactivated. Japan has entered an aging society since the early 1970s, with 7.1% 
of the Japanese population over 65 years old. Due to Japan’s economic and social development, 
Japan is facing increasingly serious population problems. The most prominent of these is the 
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aging of the population, the declining birthrate of the population, 
the death rate higher than the world average, the high-density 
population environment, and the sharp decline in the population. 
To revitalize and sustainably develop urban and rural areas, 
not only have economic activities but also attract young people 
to work in their hometowns. Therefore, there are local creation 
practices, planned policies and strategies, and innovative planned 
policies and strategies. The results implemented in Japan have 
a significant effect. The local economy has begun to activate 
the population and the young population will return to their 
hometowns for business.

According to a United Nations report in 2015, the tourism 
industry is one of the largest sectors of the global economy. 
Especially, rural tourism development plays an important role 
in promoting economic growth, eradicating poverty, overcoming 
unemployment, improving personal welfare, promoting culture, 
and enhancing national image to strengthen national identity 
(Purnomo et  al., 2020; Rustantono et  al., 2020). Therefore, the 
tourism industry is expected to take major responsibility for 
local community development, including socio-cultural and 
economic issues (Tervo-Kankare et  al., 2018). The community 
may not have yet provided much economic value for the 
tourism industry, various stakeholders are looking forward to 
the tourism industry to achieve community welfare benefits 
(Suranto et al., 2020). This has led to the goal of comprehensive 
and sustainable development of the community, which aims 
to provide renewable economic and social wealth. Researchers 
mentioned that the co-creation of value between tourists and 
local residents is seen as more.

Lengkeek (2001) refers to travel as enriching the experience 
of life, adding color to the world, leisure experiences, and 
imagination to enhance the quality of life (QoL). The development 
of tourism and its external links can improve the quality of 
life of the population, an issue that has received a lot of 
attention, especially in the poorer and more backward areas, 
as tourism development brings in people and economic income, 
which can make a good contribution to local development 
and welfare. If the views of local residents are taken into 
account in the development process, it is possible to achieve 
long-term success in tourism development and create value 
with tourists (Nunkoo and Ramkissoon, 2011). Moreover, Chen 
et  al. (2020b) found that residents perceived economic impact 
was the most important aspect, while perceived negative impacts 
did not significantly affect resident satisfaction. However, there 
is no empirical research on the impact of economic benefits 
and environmental costs on the life satisfaction of tourists 
brought by the residents of Tamsui. Most of the tourists in 
Tamsui are domestic tourists, and the interaction between 
tourists and residents is close. In addition, the economic benefits 
brought by tourists can bring sustainable employment 
opportunities for local residents. There has no research been 
conducted to investigate what factors influence the value of 
co-creation between Tamsui residents and tourists.

The main objective of this study is to understand the factors 
and mechanisms that influence the value of co-creation between 
local residents and tourists in Tamsui. After literature research 
and analysis, a quantitative research model is proposed, including 

the attachment of residents to Tamsui, the economic benefits 
and costs of tourists, the satisfaction of residents’ lives due to 
the local construction and cultural benefits brought by tourism, 
and the perceived value of co-creation between residents and 
tourists. The research data was collected through questionnaires 
and the results were analyzed statistically in order to reflect 
the perceptions of local residents of Tamsui on the various 
outcomes brought by tourists and to support decision-making 
in the future development of local tourism.

The Tamsui District of New Taipei City is located in northern 
Taiwan, close to Taipei City. In the early days, Tamsui was a 
fishing village. Since the inconvenience of transportation, there 
are Taiwan cultural-historical remains, such as Oxford School, 
Hung Mao City, and Tamsui Chapel. Some areas still maintain 
the ancient rural lifestyle. However, in recent years, due to 
the rapid development of the city in Taiwan, some rural lands 
have begun to be developed. The government is also constructing 
new towns in Tamsui. Together with the rapid transportation 
build, Tamsui Old Street, Tamsui Ancient Culture, rural areas, 
and fishing ports have been changed. The style and features 
have brought some cultural and creative elements to Tamsui, 
attracting many tourists.

Taiwan has become an aging society in 1993, which means 
the elderly population reached 7% of the total population. In 
2017, it entered an elderly society, and the elderly population 
accounted for 14% of the total population (Fann and Hsu, 
2010). Moreover, the population is concentrated in the cities, 
especially young people who are looking for jobs in the cities, 
which makes the development of urban and rural areas 
unbalanced. This situation generally occurs in rural towns 
across Taiwan. Since the total population of Taiwan reached 
its peak in 2019, population decline has begun (Tsui, 2021). 
The Tamsui area had a population of 173,502 at the end of 
2018. It is also facing the dilemma of urban and rural 
development. Figure  1 shows the location of Tamsui.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS 
DEVELOPMENT

Place Attachment
Place attachment, developed from the attachment theory, aims 
to explore the individual’s feelings and recognition of the place 
in the process of place development. It is formed by the 
combination and mutual influence of many elements, including 
emotions, knowledge, beliefs about the place, etc. (Bricker and 
Kerstetter, 2000). Increasing competition among destinations 
has led to place-based attachments that have attracted widespread 
attention in tourism research (Shang and Luo, 2021). Place 
attachment emotions and functionality are divided into two 
parts: place identity and place dependence, including the process 
of place acquisition of emotional beliefs and associations. If 
the function of the place can meet the specific needs and 
behaviors of residents, it will produce functional dependence, 
that is, place dependence. Because of emotional attachment, 
people produce place attachment as the place identity (Williams 
et al., 1992; Daryanto and Song, 2021). Moreover, the application 
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of the concept of place attachment can be  carried out at 
different scales, in different industries, and with different variables 
(Chen et  al., 2020a).

Place dependence and Place identity relate to regional 
development, and they have the goal of common development. 
Promoting residents’ participation in  local activities is the 
driving force for local development. And this driving force 
will determine the overall development direction (Chang and 
Sung, 2010). The degree of dependence also affects the degree 
of local environmental management. Vaske and Kobrin (2001) 
found the relationship between place dependence and 
involvement in environmental management and environmental 
behavior. The stronger the degree of dependence, the more 
willing to be  involved in the environment operation and 
management, or conduct environmentally responsible behaviors 
(Vaske and Kobrin, 2001). Moreover, the research by Chow 
et al. (2019)  also believed that place attachment is positively 
correlated with satisfaction, responsible environmental 
behavior, and the intention to revisit the place. Based on 
this, place attachment is a key indicator of tourists’ 
environmental behavior and revisiting.

The formation of place attachment is a process, from the 
initial sense of place to place identity, and then the formation 
of place attachment (Tuan, 1977). Place identity is a symbolic 
or emotional attachment to the place itself. In theory, it is a 
complex cognitive structure. When a person is active in a 
specific place when positive emotions are greater than negative 
emotions. There will be  a sense of identity with the place. 
Place dependence is the feelings, thoughts, and expectations 
of the place generated by the residents’ dependence on the 
function of the place. Local dependence and local identity can 

be  linked to the common interests of the region to produce 
a common goal, which will promote residents to participate 
in local activities, will be the driving force for local development, 
and will determine the overall development direction and 
relationship. Moreover, Firestone et  al. (2018) argue that place 
dependency would decide the residents’ support or opposition 
of the turbines (Firestone et  al., 2018).

Economic Benefits and Environmental 
Costs
In recent years, tourism can be  regarded as an industry for 
national economic growth and local development (Brida and 
Risso, 2009; Tang and Tan, 2013), especially helping to increase 
the economic welfare of residents (Webster and Ivanov, 2014). 
The tourism industry is interdependent with other industries, 
the government, and local people. Whether it is the economy 
or the cost brought by tourists, everyone in the region needs 
to share it. The analysis of economic benefits brought by tourists 
can give people a better understanding of how much effect 
the tourism industry can bring to the region (Stynes, 1997).

Tourism activities also involve economic costs, including 
the direct costs of travel companies, the cost of the infrastructure 
provided by the government to better serve tourists, and the 
related costs of traffic congestion of community residents (Stynes, 
1997). The community’s decision-making on tourism usually 
involves a debate between tourism industry supporters and 
residents (Tervo-Kankare et  al., 2018; Gu et  al., 2021). Those 
who hold a positive opinion are all about the economic impact 
(benefits) of tourism (Çalişkan and Özer, 2020), while opponents 
emphasize the cost of tourism.

FIGURE 1 | Tamsui district. Map data ©2022 Google [Google, n.d.].
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Some Scholars believe that the development of tourism will 
have some adverse economic effects, such as the increase in 
the cost of living (Kwan and McCartney, 2005), especially the 
increase in real estate prices (Lorde et  al., 2011). Tourism 
development prevails in the region, and the environment bears 
the brunt of negative impacts, such as pollution of the 
environment and air, destruction of natural resources, traffic 
gambling problems, and increased garbage volume, but by 
improving the appearance of the area, Increasing the protection 
of the natural environment and cultural resources, and tourism 
development will also have a positive impact on the environment 
(Ko and Stewart, 2002). In addition, due to the further 
development of tourism, crime rates, and traffic congestion 
will increase (Gursoy and Rutherford, 2004).

The value created by tourism for residents is mainly to 
bring economic and social and cultural benefits to the local 
community, while the main cost is the impact of tourism on 
the local environment (Nunkoo and Gursoy, 2012; Stylidis 
et  al., 2014). In 2017, Zhibin Lin et  al. expressed the residents’ 
perception of tourism development that the development of 
tourism can increase local investment and commerce, thereby 
providing residents with more job opportunities, increasing 
income, improving economic structure, etc. However, it also 
produces negative impacts, such as rising prices, inflation, and 
changes in the industrial structure (Lin et  al., 2017). From 
the above literature, it can be  found that place attachment 
has a positive and significant effect on the perception of 
economic benefits brought by tourists to residents, that is, the 
higher the residents’ sense of local attachment, the higher the 
perception of economic benefits brought by tourists. Therefore, 
this study proposes the following research hypothesis.

H1: Place attachment will positively and significantly 
affect residents’ perceptions of economic benefits 
brought by tourists.

In addition, place attachment has a positive and significant 
effect on the perception of environmental costs brought by 
tourists to local residents. The higher the perception of place 
attachment, the higher the perception of environmental costs 
brought by tourists. Therefore, this study proposes the following 
research hypotheses.

H2: Place attachment will positively and significantly 
affect local residents’ perceptions of environmental costs 
from tourists.

Social–Culture Welfare
The investment in tourist facilities has increased the entertainment 
resources of residents and improved the quality of life of 
residents (Andereck and Nyaupane, 2011). Local residents play 
an important role in the sustainable development of the tourism 
industry. Residents’ support for the development of tourism 
contributes to the healthy development of tourism and successful 
community development (Yu et  al., 2018). The development 
of tourism can promote cultural exchanges, revitalize local 

culture and provide entertainment opportunities. However, it 
will also increase crime opportunities for the local society, 
which threatens the local traditional culture (Mbaiwa, 2005).

Scholars aimed at empirical studies of tourism development 
on the social–culture welfare of the local community. For 
example, Lee et al. (2018) verified a gaming company’s corporate 
social responsibility would positively directly and indirectly 
influence residents’ perceived benefits, quality of life, and support. 
Moreover, Mamirkulova et  al. investigated how the New Silk 
Road tourism infrastructure development impacting on local 
communities’ sustainable development and perceived quality 
of life. The results verified that tourism infrastructure has a 
direct and indirect impact on residents’ quality of life through 
residents’ perceived sustainable tourism development. The results 
would be  useful for the promotion of sustainable tourism 
governance and residents’ welfare under the New Silk Road 
Infrastructural Projects (Mamirkulova et al., 2020). Furthermore, 
Eslami et  al. said that residents’ overall satisfaction with the 
quality of life would affect support for sustainable tourism 
development. The perceptual influence of tourism on social 
culture has an important relationship with the non-material 
life field. The perceivable impact of tourism on the economy 
would impact material and non-material life spheres (Eslami 
et  al., 2019).

From the above literature, in addition to the economic 
benefits and environmental costs that tourists bring to a place, 
the local government’s efforts to revitalize tourism bring better 
socio-cultural and welfare benefits to local residents. The higher 
the perception of place attachment, the higher the perception 
of socio-cultural and welfare benefits that the government 
brings to tourism. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed 
for this study.

H3: Place attachment will positively and significantly 
affect local residents’ perceptions of social–cultural welfare 
provided by the government for tourism development.

Life Satisfaction
Life satisfaction can be  defined as an individual’s judgment 
of life in many aspects (Diener, 1984; Diener and Tay, 2017), 
and is the most extensive structure for evaluating subjective 
wellbeing (Sachs et  al., 2018). Satisfaction has a wide range 
of applications and is a very useful behavior measurement 
indicator, which is commonly used to measure people’s views 
on products, services, etc. Satisfaction is the psychological state 
of an individual after experiencing activities. It is affected by 
social factors, or external factors, such as the atmosphere and 
group interaction at the time (Baker and Crompton, 2000).

On the other hand, travel is a time when travelers leave 
home to interact with other people in other places, and the 
process of interaction between them affects their satisfaction 
with life, sense of wellbeing, and expectations for the future 
(Bimonte and Punzo, 2011, 2016). Travelers and residents 
may have different interests and expectations, so there may 
be mutual benefits as well as some potential conflicts between 
them (Lin et  al., 2017). Furthermore, social exchange theory 
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from the perspective of tourism development suggests that 
residents’ evaluation of the results of community tourism 
development affects their sense of wellbeing and support for 
tourism development (Andereck et  al., 2005). Many studies 
have found that residents are more likely to support tourism 
and participate in tourism activities when they perceive the 
benefit–cost ratio to be  positive (Gursoy and Rutherford, 
2004). Residents’ attitudes toward tourism, their level of 
support for tourism development, and their perceived quality 
of life vary depending on the nature of the assessment. As 
a result, the academic tourism development literature is replete 
with studies examining predictors of travel attitudes, community 
attachment, community life satisfaction, and quality of life 
through indicators of economic gain, personal growth (e.g., 
employment), and length of stay (Woo et  al., 2015).

However, there are costs associated with tourists that need 
to be  taken into account, such as the impact of tourists on 
traffic, security, noise, and quality of life. Any viable tourism 
development needs to balance the costs and benefits (Deery 
et  al., 2012). If a balance is not achieved, local communities 
may show indifference or hostility toward tourists and tourism 
development (Bimonte et  al., 2019).

Based on the above literature, residents’ perception of the 
economic benefits brought by tourists affects residents’ satisfaction 
with their lives, and the higher the perceived economic benefits 
brought by tourists, the higher their satisfaction with their 
lives will be.

H4: The economic benefits brought by tourists will 
positively and significantly affect the life satisfaction of 
local residents.
H5: The environmental cost of tourists will negatively 
and significantly affect the life satisfaction of local residents.
H6: The social–cultural welfare will positively and 
significantly affect the satisfaction of local residents.

Resident-Tourist Value Co-creation
The tourism industry to enhance regional economic 
development has become an important way of regional 
development. The economic development brought about by 
tourists can increase local employment opportunities, taxation, 
economic development, and other important effects (Kim 
et al., 2013). Bimonte and Punzo (2016) proposed that tourists 
and residents should play an equally important role in the 
development of the tourism industry. Many studies pay too 
much attention to residents and ignore tourists. In recent 
years, many tourism connotations have emphasized the 
interaction between tourists and residents. The encounter 
and interactive experience between tourists and residents 
may affect the satisfaction, happiness, and future behavior 
of both parties (Sharpley, 2014) Because both parties have 
their own interests and expectations, there are both mutual 
benefits and potential conflicts between the two parties 
(Bimonte and Punzo, 2016). Lin et  al. (2017) had verified 
the residents’ perceived benefits and costs of tourism of the 
development of co-creation behaviors with tourism value.

Second, this research has improved our understanding of 
life satisfaction. The antecedents of residents and tourists create 
value together (Lin et al., 2017). This contribution is important 
because most studies treat life satisfaction as an outcome variable 
and ignore it as an influencing factor of co-creation. Moreover, 
a study by Woo et  al. (2015) verified that residents are more 
likely to support tourism development and participate in tourism 
activities when they perceive that tourists bring a positive 
benefit–cost ratio. Therefore, this study proposes the research 
hypothesis that the higher the satisfaction level of Tamsui 
residents with their own lives, the higher the perceived value 
of co-creation with tourists.

H7: The life satisfaction of Tamsui residents will 
positively and significantly influence the value of 
co-creation with tourists.

In this study, the operational definitions of independent 
variables and dependent variables and the references to the 
literature are organized in Table  1.

This study proposes the following research model as shown 
in Figure  2.

METHODOLOGY

Research Objects and Questionnaire 
Survey
This study is aimed at residents in Tamsui, Taiwan, and 
explores the local attachment, life satisfaction, and the 
co-creation value of residents and tourists under the 
development of local tourism. The population of Tamsui is 
173,502 at the end of 2018. This study uses online software 
to make questionnaires and then uses social software to 
promote the questionnaires. The collection time is from 
2021/4/10 to 2021/5/30, and the number of questionnaires 
collected is 430. According to the sample size requirement 
formula from the survey system website (The Survey System, 
2022), when the statistical confidence was 95% and the 
confidence interval was 5%, the sample size of the total 
population of Tamsui District was 384 copies. Therefore, the 
sample size of this research was sufficient.

Measurement Instrument
This research questionnaire consists of two parts. One is 
demographic variables, such as gender, marriage, age, education, 
time living in this community, occupation, and monthly 
income. Then, in the second part of the questionnaire, the 
six latent variables were measured by a Likert seven-point 
scale ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” 
(7). This study would measure the research constructs, including 
the degree of place attachment, tourism development perception 
economic benefit, social and cultural welfare, environment 
cost, life satisfaction, and residents and tourist co-creation 
value. The scales and references for this study are shown in 
Table  2.
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Data Analysis
The data analysis of this study will be  carried out in several 
stages: descriptive statistical analysis, measurement model 
confirmation, and structural equation model verification. Among 
them, based on the statistics of the background data, sample 
statistical data would be  measured, including the number and 
percentage. In addition, the average and standard deviation of 

the response scores of each variable would be  calculated. Then, 
a two-step analysis method is used to execute the measurement 
model and the structural model. In this study, AMOS 21.0 was 
used to perform statistical analysis. The first is to use Confirmatory 
Factor Analysis (CFA) to test the reliability and validity of the 
items, which includes measuring the degree of internal consistency 
of each variable, as well as convergence and differentiation 
validity. Next, Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) would be used 
for analysis to test the fit of the research model. Then, this 
study would verify the hypotheses of the research framework, 
including path analysis and mediating effect analysis.

RESULTS

Demographic Variables
The distribution of the sample data in this study includes: 
231 (53.7%) are male; 199 (46.3%) are aged 31–50; 242 (27.4%) 
are college/university educated; 293 (68.1%) are married; 137 
(31.9%) have lived in the community for more than 21 years; 
41.9% have disposable monthly income of 20,000–50,000 dollars; 
350 (81.4%) are living in their own home, as shown in Table 3.

Descriptive Statistics
In this study, the score of items’ means was between 4.095 
and 5.272, standard deviations were between 1.201–1.425, 
Skewness values were between −0.533 and 0.222, and Kurtosis 
values were between −0.844 and 0.279. All of them meet Kline 
(2015) criteria of the absolute value of Skewness less than 2 
and the absolute value of Kurtosis less than 7. If they meet 
these two criteria, they are said to have a normal distribution. 
Therefore, the results of this study are consistent with the 
normative distribution, as shown in Table  4.

Convergent Validity
The measurement model was estimated by the Maximum 
Likelihood Estimation, and the estimated parameters included 
factor loadings, reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant 
validity. Table 5 provides standardized factor loadings, composite 
reliability, Cronbach’s alpha and average variance extracted 

TABLE 1 | Operational definitions of research variables.

Research variables Operational definitions References

Place identity I want to live in a safe, 
memorable, cultural, 
friendly, special and 
unique place.

Williams et al., 1992; 
Jorgensen and Stedman, 
2001

Place dependency This place feels like my 
home, it feels like I belong, 
it suits me very well, and it 
feels intimate.

Economic benefits Visits from tourists can 
improve my standard of 
living, increase job 
opportunities, improve 
infrastructure, and 
increase income.

Nunkoo and 
Ramkissoon, 2010; Lin 
et al., 2017

Environment costs Tourists will bring noise, 
environmental pollution, 
and traffic congestion.

Nunkoo and 
Ramkissoon, 2010; Lin 
et al., 2017

Social–cultural welfare The community has 
developed into a 
multicultural one, with 
more public spaces for 
people to interact with 
each other while 
preserving traditional 
culture.

Dyer et al., 2007

Life satisfaction My life is in line with my 
ideal state and I live in a 
great state.

Diener et al., 1985

Resident–tourist value 
co-creation

I have a high respect for 
visitors and will provide 
them with useful 
information about our way 
of life, traditions, culture 
and history.

Lin et al., 2017

FIGURE 2 | Research model.
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values. Fornell and Larcker (1981) suggested that the standardized 
factor loading for each item should be  higher than. 50, the 
composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha value should be higher 
than 0.60, and the average variance extracted should be higher 
than 0.50. As shown in Table 5, the standardized factor loadings 
ranged from 0.638 to 0.929, which are all within a reasonable 

range. The reliability of the study constructs ranged from 0.772 
to 0.950, with all exceeding 0.7. Cronbach’s alpha values of 
constructs were from 0.804 to 0.946. The average variance 
extractions ranged from 0.628 to 0.791, all above 0.5, which 
is within the criteria. The measurement model in this study 
meets the recommended criteria.

TABLE 2 | Questionnaire items and sources.

Variable Items References

Place identity  1. I have found the life I want to live in Tamsui
 2. It makes me feel safe in Tamsui and is the best 

place for my life.
 3. In Tamsui is full of memories, I agree that Tamsui is 

more important than other places
 4. For me, living in Tamsui has a special meaning that 

cannot be replaced by other places
 5. I understand the local cultural background of 

Tamsui
 6. If Tamsui needs my help, I will try to help.
 7. I am willing to take on local public affairs duties

Jorgensen and Stedman, 2001; Williams et al., 1992

Place dependency  1. Tamsui makes me feel “home,” and I feel sad if 
I leave.

 2. Tamsui makes me feel like I belong, I feel like I’m 
part of this place.

 3. I cannot think of any other place I’d rather be than 
where I live now.

 4. There are many activities in my life that are closely 
related to Tamsui

 5. The experience of living in Tamsui makes me not 
want to leave here

Economic benefits  1. The development of tourism in Tamsui will improve 
the standard of living

 2. Tourism development in Tamsui can create job 
opportunities

 3. Tourism development in Tamsui can improve 
infrastructure

 4. Tourism development in Tamsui can increase 
economic income

Nunkoo and Ramkissoon, 2010; Lin et al., 2017

Environment costs  1. Tourism development will create crowdedness
 2. Tourism development will cause traffic congestion
 3. Tourism development will increase noise
 4. Tourism development will increase environmental 

pollution

Nunkoo and Ramkissoon, 2010; Lin et al., 2017

Social–cultural welfare  1. Tourism development will provide more parks and 
recreational facilities

 2. The development of tourism will promote local 
cultural activities

 3. Tourism can enhance cultural exchange
 4. Tourism can contribute to the preservation of local 

culture

Dyer et al., 2007

Life satisfaction  1. My life is mostly close to my ideal
 2. My living condition is quite good
 3. I am very satisfied with my life now
 4. I have gotten the important things I want in my life 

(health, money, etc.)
 5. If I could start my life over, I would hardly change 

anything

Diener et al., 1985

Resident–tourist value co-creation  1. I treated tourists with high esteem
 2. I provided tourists with useful information, such as 

transport, attractions, restaurants, hotel, and 
others

 3. I provided tourists with information on our way of 
life, traditional culture, and history

Lin et al., 2017
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TABLE 4 | Descriptive statistics.

Item N Mean Std. deviation Skewness Std. error of 
skewness

Kurtosis Std. error of 
kurtosis

PI1 430 4.867 1.313 −0.238 0.118 −0.065 0.235
PI2 430 4.914 1.319 −0.276 0.118 −0.159 0.235
PI3 430 4.774 1.387 −0.291 0.118 −0.233 0.235
PI4 430 4.658 1.428 −0.261 0.118 −0.302 0.235
PI5 430 4.635 1.386 −0.234 0.118 −0.316 0.235
PI6 430 4.891 1.347 −0.076 0.118 −0.591 0.235
PI7 430 4.584 1.323 0.222 0.118 −0.648 0.235
PD1 430 4.802 1.432 −0.290 0.118 −0.262 0.235
PD2 430 4.888 1.364 −0.317 0.118 −0.196 0.235
PD3 430 4.326 1.544 −0.224 0.118 −0.426 0.235
PD4 430 4.742 1.361 −0.328 0.118 0.021 0.235
PD5 430 4.623 1.475 −0.256 0.118 −0.449 0.235
EB1 430 4.677 1.460 −0.389 0.118 −0.015 0.235
EB2 430 4.879 1.377 −0.464 0.118 0.279 0.235
EB3 430 4.912 1.397 −0.440 0.118 0.064 0.235
EB4 430 4.953 1.412 −0.397 0.118 −0.015 0.235
SCW1 430 4.958 1.454 −0.343 0.118 −0.436 0.235
SCW2 430 5.142 1.328 −0.280 0.118 −0.353 0.235
SCW3 430 5.235 1.302 −0.264 0.118 −0.515 0.235
SCW4 430 5.016 1.431 −0.364 0.118 −0.334 0.235
EC1 430 5.216 1.201 −0.180 0.118 −0.346 0.235
EC2 430 5.272 1.207 −0.288 0.118 −0.109 0.235
EC3 430 5.193 1.278 −0.332 0.118 −0.315 0.235
EC4 430 5.195 1.341 −0.465 0.118 −0.091 0.235
RV1 430 5.200 1.284 −0.391 0.118 −0.161 0.235
RV2 430 5.219 1.339 −0.533 0.118 0.129 0.235
RV3 430 5.205 1.288 −0.347 0.118 −0.287 0.235
LS1 430 4.616 1.318 −0.291 0.118 −0.276 0.235
LS2 430 4.721 1.330 −0.302 0.118 −0.226 0.235
LS3 430 4.714 1.353 −0.388 0.118 −0.038 0.235
LS4 430 4.451 1.434 −0.202 0.118 −0.536 0.235
LS5 430 4.095 1.645 −0.071 0.118 −0.844 0.235

Discriminant Validity
Fornell and Larcker (1981) suggested that discriminant validity 
should also consider the relationship between convergent 
validity and construct correlation. Therefore, they suggested 
that the square root of AVE for each construct should 
be  greater than the correlation coefficient between the 
constructs, which indicated the discriminant validity of the 
model. As shown in Table  6, the root square of AVE for 

each diagonal construct of this study is greater than the 
off-diagonal correlation coefficients.

Model Fit
Since the structural equation model sample is larger than 200, 
the model fit would be  not good due to the large chi-square 
value. The model fit needs to be  corrected by the Bootstrap 
method (Bollen and Stine, 1992). The results of the 

TABLE 3 | Demographic variables.

Category Label Frequency Percent Category Label Frequency Percent

Gender Female 199 46.3 Marital status Married 293 68.1
Male 231 53.7 Unmarried 137 31.9

Age (year) Under 20 years old 6 1.4 How long live in 
the community 
(year)

Under 3 years 66 15.3
21–30 years old 45 10.5 3–5 years 65 15.1
31–50 years old 199 46.3 6–10 years 71 16.5
51–60 years old 98 22.8 11–20 years 91 21.2
Over 61 years old 82 19.0 Over 21 years 137 31.9

Education level Junior high school 9 2.1 Disposable 
monthly income 
(NT $)

Under 20,000 50 11.6
High school 61 14.2 20,000–50,000 180 41.9
college/university 
educated

242 56.3 50,000–100,000 128 29.8

Graduate school 118 27.4 Over 100,000 72 16.7

Own/leasing house Own house 350 81.4
Leasing house 80 18.6
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Bollen–Stine Bootstrap correction model are shown in Table 7. 
After the Bollen–Stine Bootstrap correction, the fit indicators 
of this study passed, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 
(RMSEA)0.032 < 0.08; Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI) 0.985 > 0.9; 
Normed Fit Index (NFI)0.956 > 0.9; Comparative Fit Index 
(CFI)0.986 > 0.9; Goodness of Fit (GFI)0.956 > 0.9; Adjust 
Goodness of Fit (AGFI)0.947 > 0.9 indicating that the results 
of this study are acceptable.

Path Analysis
The results of the path coefficients can be  seen in Table  8. 
First, place attachment significantly impacts the economic 

benefits of tourism (b = 0.964, p < 0.001). Then, place 
attachment significantly influences the social–cultural benefits 
of tourism (b = 1.084, p < 0.001). Then, place attachment 
impacts perceived costs of tourism significantly (b = 0.732, 
p < 0.001). Moreover, the economic benefits of tourism do 
not have a significant impact on life satisfaction (b = 0.054, 
p = 0.295 > 0.05). Then, the social–cultural benefits of tourism 
influence life satisfaction significantly (b = 0.370, p < 0.001). 
Furthermore, perceived costs of tourism impact life satisfaction 
significantly (b = 0.206, p < 0.001). Finally, life satisfaction 
significantly impacts resident–tourist value co-creation 
(b = 0.531, p < 0.001).

TABLE 5 | Convergent validity.

Construct Item Std. CR Cronbach’s alpha AVE

Place dependence PD1 0.904 0.936 0.935 0.745
PD2 0.911
PD3 0.829
PD4 0.798
PD5 0.867

Place identity PI1 0.847 0.917 0.917 0.613
PI2 0.864
PI3 0.797
PI4 0.805
PI5 0.749
PI6 0.759
PI7 0.638

Economic benefits EB1 0.827 0.944 0.943 0.809
EB2 0.928
EB3 0.923
EB4 0.916

Social–cultural welfare SCW1 0.878 0.942 0.941 0.804
SCW2 0.916
SCW3 0.910
SCW4 0.881

Environment cost EC1 0.878 0.939 0.938 0.795
EC2 0.913
EC3 0.915
EC4 0.859

Resident–tourist value 
co-creation

RV1 0.895 0.936 0.936 0.830
RV2 0.927
RV3 0.911

Life satisfaction LS1 0.900 0.950 0.946 0.791
LS2 0.929
LS3 0.920
LS4 0.891
LS5 0.800

Place attachment Place identity 0.792 0.772 0.804 0.628
Place dependence 0.793

Std, standardized factor loadings; CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted.

TABLE 6 | Discriminant validity.

AVE EB SCW EC RVC LS PLA

EB 0.809 0.899
SCW 0.804 0.730 0.897
EC 0.795 0.367 0.485 0.892
RVC 0.830 0.668 0.756 0.558 0.911
LS 0.791 0.374 0.487 0.371 0.532 0.889
PLA 0.628 0.544 0.565 0.541 0.594 0.756 0.792

EB, Economic benefits; SCW, Social-cultural welfare; EC, Environment cost; RVC, Resident-tourist value co-creation; LS, life Satisfaction; PLA, Place attachment.
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TABLE 7 | Model fit.

Model fit Criteria Model fit of the 
research model

χ2 The small the better 649.334
DF The large the better 455
Normed Chi-sqr (χ2/DF) 1 < χ2/DF < 3 1.427
RMSEA <0.08 0.032
TLI (NNFI) >0.9 0.985
NFI >0.9 0.956
CFI >0.9 0.986
GFI >0.9 0.956
AGFI >0.9 0.947

RMSEA, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; NNFI, Non-Normed Fit Index; NFI, 
Normed Fit Index; CFI, Comparative Fit Index; GFI, Goodness of Fit; AGFI, Adjust 
Goodness of Fit.

TABLE 8 | Regression coefficient.

Hypothesis DV IV Unstd. SE Unstd./SE p-value Std. R2 Result

H1 EB PLA 0.964 0.085 11.310 0.000 0.691 0.477 Supported
H2 EC PLA 0.732 0.071 10.321 0.000 0.602 0.362 Supported
H3 SCW PLA 1.084 0.089 12.176 0.000 0.742 0.551 Supported
H4 LS EB 0.054 0.052 1.046 0.295 0.056 0.293 Not supported
H5 EC 0.206 0.057 3.607 0.000 0.185 Supported
H6 SCW 0.370 0.052 7.122 0.000 0.398 Supported
H7 RVC LS 0.531 0.045 11.679 0.000 0.548 0.300 Supported

DV, Dependent Variable; IV, Independent Variable; Unstd., Unstandardized Regression Coefficient; SE, Standard Error; Std., Standardized Regression Coefficient; EB, Economic 
benefits; SCW, Social–cultural welfare; EC, Environment cost; RVC, Resident–tourist value co-creation; LS, Life Satisfaction; PLA, Place attachment.

The purpose of the study hypothesis is to understand the 
significance of the independent variables to the dependent 
variables in the study model. A R2 value greater than 0.670 
indicates good explanatory power, R2 between 0.330 and 0.670 
indicates acceptable explanatory power, and R2 less than 0.190 
indicates poor explanatory power (Chin, 1998). In this study, 
the explanatory power of variance (R2) of Economic benefits 
(EB) is 0.477, Environment cost (EC) is 0.362, Social cultural 
welfare (SCW) variance (R2) is 0.551, life satisfaction (LS) 
variance (R2) is 0.293, resident. The explanatory power of 
tourist value co-creation (RVC) variance (R2) is 0.548, which 
indicates that the explanatory power of this study model 
is acceptable.

Figure  3 displays the statistical results.

Analysis of Mediation Effects
Because bootstrapping mediation analysis can provide confidential 
intervals to examine the indirect effects, it is better than the 
other mediation testing methods. One of the preferable 
bootstrapping mediation analysis methods is bias-corrected 
bootstrapping (Williams and MacKinnon, 2008).

The study verified that “Bootstrap Results for Indirect Effects” 
from the output window and the 95% confidence interval [CI 
of PLA → EC → LS = (0.052–0.278); CI of PLA → SCW → LS =  
(0.192–0.870)]. If the confidence interval does not include 0, 
the indirect effect a * b is significant and mediation is established 
as Table  9. Both indirect effects are valid.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

The main objective of this study is to understand the value 
of co-creation between the residents of Tamsui and tourists 
through a questionnaire survey and to explore the influencing 
factors, including the two sub-structures of local attachment, 
local identity and place dependency, the economic benefits, 
and the environmental costs brought by tourists, the construction 
of local social–culture and welfare due to tourists, and the 
satisfaction of the residents of Tamsui. The findings of the 
study are as follows.

Theoretical Contributions
Local Attachment Significantly Affects the 
Economic Benefits, Environmental Costs, and 
Social–Culture and Welfare of Tourists
The impact of residents on economic benefits, environmental 
costs, and social–culture welfare of tourists is significantly 
influenced by residents’ attachment to place. H1, H2, and H3 
are supported. The results of this study are similar to those 
of Nunkoo and Gursoy (2012) and Stylidis et  al. (2014). 
Moreover, the research results verified as the results of Alrwajfah 
et  al. (2019). The local attachment has a clear impact on the 
results that tourists bring to a place, which means that the 
higher the degree of local attachment, the more the residents 
perceive the impact of tourists, with the residents being the 
most sensitive to the social and cultural construction of the 
place and its welfare. The social and cultural development of 
the local community is a long-term development that has a 
direct impact on the convenience and quality of life of 
the residents.

The Impact of Tourists on Residents’ Satisfaction 
With Their Lives
This study verified the effects of economic benefits, environmental 
costs, and local social culture and welfare brought by tourists 
on the satisfaction of residents in Tamsui areas. The economic 
benefits of tourists have no significant impact on the life 
satisfaction of residents, while the environmental costs of tourists 
and the social–culture welfare have a significant impact on 
the local community. The results of this study are different 
from those of Gursoy and Rutherford (2004) and Woo et  al. 
(2015). The residents of Tamsui do not feel that the economic 
benefits brought by tourists have a positive impact on their 
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satisfaction with life. Tourists may come to Tamsui to spend 
money on restaurants or heritage sites, which have no real 
impact on most residents, but the environmental costs brought 
by tourists are felt to have an impact on their satisfaction 
with life.

The Impact of Residents’ Life Satisfaction on 
Resident-Tourist Value Co-creation
This study verifies that the life satisfaction of Tamsui residents 
positively and significantly affects the co-creation value of 
resident tourists. In addition to significant direct effects, residents’ 
perceptions of place attachment indirectly influence the value 
of co-creation by resident tourists through economic costs and 
socio-cultural welfare. The results of this study were similar 
to those of Lin et  al. (2017) and Yang et  al. (2020). Tamsui 
is located in the suburbs of Taipei City, and most of the 
visitors to Tamsui are domestic tourists. Tamsui is a traditional 
and famous scenic spot for the people of Taiwan, and many 
tourists visit Tamsui many times. In recent years, there are 
many public landscape and leisure facilities in Tamsui, where 

tourists and local residents can mix and mingle and interact 
smoothly. The residents of Tamsui have demonstrated that the 
facilities built for tourists have increased their life satisfaction 
and positively influenced the value of co-creation with tourists.

Management Implications
Based on the results of the study, this study proposes substantive 
approaches for businesses and local governments in the Tamsui 
area to enhance the co-creation value of residents and tourists. 
The recommendations are as follows.

Enhancing Residents’ Feelings of Place 
Attachment
This study found that feelings of place attachment have a significant 
positive impact on the economic benefits, environmental costs, 
and local socio-cultural wellbeing brought by tourists. Therefore, 
enhancing the residents’ sense of attachment to the place will 
help to improve the perception of the benefits of the place to 
visitors. Local governments can organize a variety of arts and 
cultural activities, especially in the form of exploring local stories 

FIGURE 3 | Statistical model analysis.

TABLE 9 | The analysis of indirect effects.

Effect Point estimate Product of coefficients Bootstrap 1,000 times

Bias-corrected 95%

SE Z-value p-value Lower bound Upper bound

IV to Mediator (a path)
PLA → EC 0.732 0.113 6.478 0.002 0.534 0.968

Direct effects of mediator on DV (b path)
EC → LS 0.206 0.072 2.901 0.002 0.077 0.355
Indirect effects
PLA → EC → LS 0.151 0.055 2.745 0.002 0.052 0.278
IV to Mediator (a path)
PLA → SCW 1.084 0.283 3.830 0.001 0.753 1.835
Direct effects of mediator on DV (b path)
SCW → LS 0.370 0.092 4.022 0.002 0.534 0.968
Indirect effects
PLA → SCW → LS 0.401 0.171 2.345 0.002 0.192 0.870

IV, Independent Variable; DV, Dependent Variable; EB, Economic benefits of tourism; SCW, Social–cultural benefits of tourism; EC, Perceived costs of tourism; RVC, Resident-tourist 
value co-creation; LS, life Satisfaction; PLA, Place attachment.
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and introducing people and events related to local development, 
in order to enhance the connection and emotion among residents. 
Tamsui is a place of great character, due to its geographical 
location and its long history. In addition to preserving the historic 
buildings and streets, the local government could organize local 
cultural events, such as street parades that incorporate early 
folk rituals or epidemics and incorporate modern methods of 
promotion and management.

Construction of Local Social Culture and Welfare
According to the results of this study, among the benefits and 
disadvantages brought by tourists, the residents of Tamsui area 
perceive the local social and cultural welfare construction most, 
such as the construction of traffic, park streetlights, iconic 
buildings, and other hardware construction. Tamsui area has 
invested in the preservation, maintenance, and promotion of 
local traditional folk culture. Although it was built to attract 
tourists, the residents feel it the most. The most concrete feeling 
that residents have about the value of co-creation by tourists 
is that there is a place to build because of their arrival. In 
short, local governments should build or continuously maintain 
public facilities while attracting tourists, so that residents will 
feel the value of co-creation that tourists can bring, and their 
acceptance of tourists will increase.

Research Limitations and Future Research 
Directions
This study examines the factors that influence the co-creation 
of value between local residents and tourists in Tamsui. 

Through the collection of data from questionnaires, the 
research hypotheses were statistically tested to confirm the 
relationship between residents’ feelings of local attachment 
to the economic benefits, environmental costs, and local 
culture and social welfare brought by tourists. The study 
only focused on residents of the Tamsui area, the sample 
size was limited and no survey had been conducted on 
tourists. In addition, this study only investigates specific 
constructs. Future research could expand the scope and 
target population of the survey to collect more empirical 
data. Moreover, more dimensions, such as nostalgia and 
destination attractiveness, could be  added to increase the 
tourist factors of visiting Tamsui places from the perspective 
of tourists, which could be  used to improve the decision 
support of tourism development.
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Drawing from the psychology of working theory, this study aims to understand
how decent work is related to employee well-being. Specifically, it explored the
role of need satisfaction (i.e., survival, social contribution, and self-determination)
in the relationship between decent work and employee well-being, and compared
the mediating effects of the three types of need satisfaction. After collecting a
sample of 421 millennial employees in China through online questionnaires, the study
conducted the analysis of the data and found that decent work positively predicted
well-being of millennial employees. While social contribution need satisfaction and
self-determination need satisfaction partially mediated the effect of decent work on well-
being of millennial employees, the mediating effect of survival need satisfaction was
not significant. Compared with social contribution need satisfaction, self-determination
need satisfaction had a more significant mediating effect on well-being of millennial
employees. The study does extend the literature on the antecedents of employee well-
being and the results can offer some implications for managers to enhance well-being
of millennial employees.

Keywords: millennial employees, decent work, well-being, psychology of working theory, need satisfaction

INTRODUCTION

In the context of China’s social reform and economic transformation, employees’ values, attitudes
and behaviors have undergone many changes. In particular, the large-scale entry of millennial
employees into the workplace has reshaped the talent characteristics of the labor market. Millennial
employees, known as the “Y generation” in the west (Hansford, 2002), refer to workers born in
the 1980s and 1990s in China (Fang et al., 2020). Under the influence of one-child family policy
(i.e., each family can only have one child) implemented since 1980, Chinese millennials have
received a great deal of attention from their family (Zhao, 2018). As a result, they tend to be
self-centered, and care much about their own inner feelings and psychological needs (Warner and
Zhu, 2018). Out of the need for work-and-life balance (Twenge, 2010), millennial employees not
only desire to obtain well-being through their work, but also hope to have plenty of time to enjoy
their life (Lee et al., 2017). Well-Being can reflect employees’ satisfaction with their work and life,
and exert a certain influence on employees’ work attitude and behavior (Amah, 2009). Existing
studies have shown that well-being can not only improve employees’ loyalty to organizations
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(Milyavskaya and Koestner, 2011), but also contribute to
employees’ job performance (Gillet et al., 2012). Therefore, it is
of great theoretical and practical significance to study how to
improve well-being of millennial employees.

The psychology of working theory (PWT) proposes
that decent work can improve individuals’ well-being by
satisfying their needs for survival, social contribution and
self-determination (Duffy et al., 2016). Empirical studies have
also proved that decent work can predict job and life satisfaction
as well as physical health (Buyukgoze-Kavas and Autin, 2019;
Duffy et al., 2019), and need satisfaction via decent work has
been shown to significantly mediate these relationships (Duffy
et al., 2019). Although well-being has been investigated by many
scholars, there has been minimal research on this subject for
Chinese millennial workforce. In addition, it remains unknown
whether there are differences in the mediating effects of different
types of need satisfaction in the relationship between decent
work and well-being of millennial employees.

Based on PWT, this study address these gaps by discussing
the internal mechanism through which decent work influences
well-being of Chinese millennial employees, and comparing
the mediating effects of satisfaction of survival needs, social
contribution needs and self-determination needs. It is hoped that
the results of this study will elaborate whether and how need
satisfaction plays a role in the link between decent work and
well-being of millennial employees.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND
HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

Psychology of Working Theory
Vocational psychologists have pointed out that work plays an
essential role in people’s lives (Fouad, 2007) since it is closely
related to one’s self-concept, and the experience of work is
associated with one’s sense of self-esteem, sense of control,
coherence of self-identity, and physical and psychological well-
being (Blustein et al., 2008). Decent work was first conceptualized
at the macro level “to promote opportunities for men and
women to obtain decent and productive work on the premise
of freedom, equality, security, and human dignity” (International
Labor Organization, 1999 p. 3). Later, it was adopted into PWT as
a core concept which is defined as “(1) work that offers physical
and interpersonal safe working conditions, (2) hours that allow
for free time and rest, (3) organizational values that complement
one’s family and social values, (4) adequate compensation, and (5)
access to adequate healthcare” (Duffy et al., 2016, p. 130).

According to PWT, decent work can enable individuals to
obtain well-being via meeting basic human needs which can
be divided into survival needs, social contribution needs, and
self-determination needs involving autonomy, competence, and
relatedness (Duffy et al., 2016). The final set of needs can also be
found in the self-determination theory (SDT) which emphasizes
how workplace contexts or individual differences affect one’s
work attitudes, behaviors, health, and well-being through
psychological needs (Deci and Ryan, 2008). Nevertheless, the
main differences between these two theories lie in PWT’s focus

on decent work as the primary antecedent variable of need
satisfaction and the integration of survival needs and social
contribution needs. By satisfying these needs, decent work can
further promote work fulfillment (Kozan et al., 2019) and mental
health (Duffy et al., 2019). In addition, when people are engaged
in work that can provide them with safe working conditions,
sufficient rest time, and medical security, they are more likely to
gain physical health (Duffy et al., 2021). Other studies have shown
that decent work positively influences work engagement and
job satisfaction (Mcllveen et al., 2021), and negatively influences
occupational fatigue (Di Fabio et al., 2021) and turnover intention
(Wang et al., 2019). Therefore, this study adopted PWT to build
a theoretical framework and to explain the relationship between
decent work and its outcomes.

Employee Well-Being
As an important part of positive psychology, well-being has long
been widely concerned by the academic community (Singh et al.,
2016). In the early stage of the study, scholars defined well-
being only as psychological and health state at the work level,
and measured employee well-being from four aspects including
job satisfaction, job burnout, emotional exhaustion, and work
pressure (Wright and Cropanzano, 2004; Kausto et al., 2005).
Subsequently, some scholars proposed that the definition of well-
being should not only focus on the state at work, but also
pay attention to the psychological feelings based on non-work
aspects. For example, Lu et al. (2006) divided well-being into
job satisfaction, family satisfaction, life satisfaction and positive
emotions. From the perspective of integration, Zheng et al. (2015)
proposed that well-being not only reflects employees’ satisfaction
with work and life, but also reflects employees’ psychological
satisfaction, thus it can be divided into three dimensions: life
well-being, workplace well-being and psychological well-being.
In addition, in view of the lack of measurement tools in previous
studies, Zheng et al. (2015) developed an effective measurement
tool on the basis of qualitative and quantitative research, thus
making up for the deficiency of existing studies. Therefore, the
operational definition of employee well-being by Zheng et al.
(2015) was used to carry out the present study.

Decent Work, Need Satisfaction, and
Well-Being
According to PWT, decent work can directly influence
individuals’ well-being, and indirectly allow individuals to
achieve well-being by satisfying their needs for survival, social
contribution, and self-determination (Duffy et al., 2016).
Empirical studies show that decent work not only has a positive
impact on employees’ job satisfaction and life satisfaction (Chen
et al., 2020), it can also make employees perceive the meaning
of work (Allan et al., 2019). It can be seen that the three types
of need satisfaction fulfilled by decent work are consistent
with the three dimensions of employee well-being. Specifically,
decent work can meet the survival needs of employees by
offering sufficient remuneration for food, shelter, medical
care, and other resources, which will in turn promote their
life well-being (Blustein et al., 2016). In addition, decent work
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is also an important avenue for employees to establish social
ties with colleagues in the workplace and make contributions
to others, which will in turn increase their workplace well-
being (Autin et al., 2019). Finally, according to PWT, decent
work can fulfill employees’ self-determination needs such as
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Duffy et al., 2016) and
the satisfaction of these psychological needs can help improve
the psychological well-being of employees (Allan et al., 2016;
Van den Broeck et al., 2016). Hence, we propose the following
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Decent work has a positive impact on
well-being of millennial employees.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Survival need satisfaction mediates
the relationship between decent work and well-being of
millennial employees.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Social contribution need satisfaction
mediates the relationship between decent work and well-
being of millennial employees.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Self-determination need satisfaction
mediates the relationship between decent work and well-
being of millennial employees.

Comparison of Mediating Effects of
Survival Contribution and
Self-Determination Need Satisfaction
Self-determination theory holds that individuals have needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness and tend to interact
with the environment in a self-determined way (Deci and Ryan,
2000). Studies have pointed out that millennials are keen on
engaging work in which they can exercise autonomy and doing
tasks that are conducive to their growth and development (Shri,
2011). This is especially true in the case of Chinese millennials
(Lee et al., 2017). Growing up in the era of China’ reform and
opening up as well as the rapid development of market economy,
the physiological and security needs of millennial employees
have been greatly satisfied since their childhood (Zhao, 2018).
Therefore, they are more eager to satisfy higher levels of needs
such as autonomy, competence and relatedness. Specifically, they
not only have a stronger sense of professional achievement,
but also yearn for a loose and free working environment
where they can have a say in their work (Warner and Zhu,
2018). Additionally, they are eager to have good interpersonal
relationships with colleagues in the workplace (Hou et al., 2014).

In sum, many Chinese millennial employees have a strong
desire for determining their own life (Ren et al., 2011).
Meanwhile, an empirical study by Baard et al. (2004) showed
that employees who experienced greater satisfaction of the needs
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness at work displayed
greater levels of well-being than those who are less satisfied with
these needs. Hence, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Compared with survival need
satisfaction and social contribution need satisfaction, the
mediating effect of self-determination need satisfaction is

more significant in the relationship between decent work
and well-being of millennial employees.

The research model reflecting these hypotheses is presented in
Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Procedure and Participants
The surveys were carried out from July, 2021 to August, 2021.
Data for the present study were collected through the WJX
online data collection service,1 which is a reliable and popular
online tool for academic institutes in China. More specifically,
a link to the online questionnaire was disseminated via WeChat
which is a social media and messaging platform used widely in
China. Before taking the survey, participants were informed that
working adults born between 1980 and 1999 could successfully
submit the questionnaire online and that the survey was related
to their experiences with work. The target respondents were
informed that the questionnaire would be kept confidential and
the results of the survey would only be used for academic
purpose. In order to ensure the accuracy of the data, this study
excluded those participants who spent less than 2 min to finish
our questionnaire, and those who failed the attention check items.
Additionally, respondents who did not meet the age criteria were
also removed. The final sample consisted of 421 participants with
estimated response rate of 85%.

In terms of sample structure, subjects mainly come from the
southern part of China, and are distributed in various industries,
ranging from the internet, education to manufacturing. Among
them, 51.3% are male and 48.7% are female. Married employees
account for 48.9% while unmarried employees represent 49.2%.
Most employees are between 25 and 29 years old, accounting for
36.8%, followed by those aged between 30 and 34, accounting
for 26.1%. In terms of educational level, 20.2% have gained a
college degree or less, 58.9% have received a bachelor’s degree and
20.9% hold a master’s degree or above. Regarding tenure, 39.5%
of respondents have worked for 3 years or below, 48.3% for 4–
9 years, and 24.7% for over 10 years. Most employees worked
in private enterprises (48.2%), followed by those working state-
owned enterprises (24.9%). The detailed descriptive data of the
sample are provided in Table 1.

Instruments
The scales used in the current study were taken from articles
published in internationally renowned journals. The English scale
followed the back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1986) and was
perfected by a doctor of management with good English. After
a small range of filling tests, a formal questionnaire was formed.
7-point Likert scale was used for all items in the questionnaire
(1 = “strongly disagree,” 7 = “strongly agree”).

Decent Work
Participants’ perceptions of their decent work were measured by
the Decent Work Scale, which consists of 15 items assessing five

1www.wjx.cn
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FIGURE 1 | Research model.

TABLE 1 | Demographics characteristics of sample.

Characteristics Number Percentage (%)

Gender Male 216 51.3

Female 205 48.7

Age 18–24 81 19.2

25–29 155 36.8

30–34 110 26.1

35–39 41 9.7

>40 34 8.1

Marital status Unmarried 207 49.2

Married 206 48.9

Others 8 1.9

Educational level College degree or less 85 20.2

Bachelor’s degree 248 58.9

Master’s degree 85 20.2

Doctor’s degree 3 0.7

Tenure Less than a year 47 11.2

1–3 years 119 28.3

4–6 years 84 20.0

7–9 years 67 15.9

10 years or more 104 24.7

Nature of enterprise State-owned enterprises 105 24.9

Private enterprises 203 48.2

Foreign enterprises 9 2.1

Joint ventures 9 2.1

Government institution 40 9.5

Others 55 13.1

Total 421 100.0

subscales of decent work (i.e., safe working conditions, access
to healthcare, adequate compensation, free time and rest, and
complementary values) (Duffy et al., 2017). A sample item from
each subscale is “I feel emotionally safe interacting with people
at work,” “I get good healthcare benefits from my job,” “I am

rewarded adequately for my work,” “I have free time during
the work week,” and “The values of my organization match my
family values.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.921 in
the current study.

Need Satisfaction
To measure need satisfaction, we used the 20-item Work
Need Satisfaction Scale (Autin et al., 2019). The scale includes
five subscales that measure the following: survival needs,
social contribution needs, competence needs, relatedness
needs, and autonomy needs. Participants were presented
with the statement, “My work allows me to:” followed
by 20 items. Typical items, one from each respective
subscale, include the following: “Have the resources to
provide nutritious food for myself and my family,” “Make
a contribution to the greater social good,” “Feel like I am
good at my job,” “Feel like I fit in,” and “Do tasks the way
I want.” The Cronbach’s alpha for the five needs subscales
in the current study were as follows: survival (0.920), social
contribution (0.917), competence (0.852), relatedness (0.875),
and autonomy (0.884).

Employee Well-Being
Participants’ perceptions of well-being were measured by the
Employee Well-Being Scale, which consists of 18 items assessing
three subscales (i.e., life well-being, workplace well-being, and
psychological well-being) (Zheng et al., 2015). A sample item
from each subscale is “I feel satisfied with my life,” “In general,
I feel fairly satisfied with my present job,” and “I generally feel
good about myself, and I’m confident.” The Cronbach’s alpha for
this scale in the current study is 0.906.

Data Analysis
SPSS 21.0 was used to implement common method bias testing,
descriptive analysis and correlation analysis, while AMOS 21.0
was used for confirmatory factor analysis, structural equation
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TABLE 2 | Reliability and convergent validity.

Variable Indicator No. of items Factor loading CR AVE

DW Safe working conditions 3 0.891–0.926 0.931 0.818

Access to healthcare 3 0.783–0.846 0.804 0.654

Adequate compensation 3 0.825–0.838 0.872 0.695

Free time and rest 3 0.843–0.913 0.909 0.769

Complementary values 3 0.844–0.877 0.897 0.743

SN Survival needs 4 0.833–0.917 0.921 0.745

SCN Social contribution needs 4 0.842–0.880 0.917 0.735

SDN Autonomy needs 4 0.723–0.806 0.852 0.591

Competence needs 4 0.746–0.833 0.876 0.638

Relatedness needs 4 0.767–0.856 0.885 0.658

WE Workplace well-being 6 0.769–0.894 0.922 0.663

Life well-being 6 0.750–0.883 0.921 0.662

Psychological well-being 6 0.730–0.842 0.912 0.634

DW, decent work; SN, survival need satisfaction; SCN, social contribution need satisfaction; SDN, self-determination need satisfaction; EW, employee well-being; CR,
composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted.

model analysis and multiple mediating effect test. Since the
variables used in the research model are high-order latent
variables, structural equation model can measure the relationship
of variables more accurately so that the results of measurement
can be closer to the actual results. More specifically, this study
first adopted confirmatory factor analysis to access reliability
and validity of the measurement model, and then used χ2/df,
RMSEA, NFI, TLI, CFI, GFI, and AGFI to assess the model-
data fit (Hu and Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2015). With regard to the
structural model test, the direct effect was examined by path
analysis. Moreover, the bootstrap method was used to test the
multiple mediation effect.

RESULTS

Measurement Model Testing
Since all the items measuring the core variables were self-
reported, there might be common method bias. According to
suggestions of Podsakoff et al. (2003), Harman single-factor test
was conducted to detect common method bias. All the items in
the questionnaire were put into an exploratory factor analysis,
and the results showed that the first precipitated factor accounted
for only 22% of the total variation, which was much lower than
the critical value of 40%. Therefore, there was no serious common
method bias in the data obtained in this study.

In addition, factor loading, composite reliability (CR) and
average variance extracted (AVE) were used to assess the
reliability and validity concerns. Specifically, internal consistency
reliability can be measured by CR which should be higher than
0.7. If the value of both factor loading and AVE is higher than
0.5, then the data can show good convergent validity (Fornell and
Larcker, 1981). Table 2 illustrates the reliability and convergent
validity of our data, and all critical values are met. Besides,
Table 3 shows that all the square root of AVE are larger than
the correlations of each construct, which further suggests good
discriminant validity.

The correlations for the four variables of this study are also
reported in Table 3. Decent work was positively related to
survival need satisfaction (r = 0.153, p < 0.01), social contribution
need satisfaction (r = 0.138, p < 0.01), self-determination need
satisfaction (r = 0.172, p < 0.01), and employee well-being
(r = 0.263, p < 0.01) separately. Besides, employee well-being
was positively related to survival need satisfaction (r = 0.156,
p < 0.01), social contribution need satisfaction (r = 0.472,
p < 0.01) and self-determination need satisfaction (r = 0.500,
p < 0.01), respectively. Thus, the correlations showed preliminary
support for our hypotheses.

Structural Model Testing
This study tested a structural equation model that contained all
the variables of this study. This model had good fit to the actual
data: χ2/df = 2.497, RMSEA = 0.060, NFI = 0.911, TLI = 0.935,
CFI = 0.945, GFI = 0.920, and AGFI = 0.895. All fit indexes of the
model reached the satisfactory level, so we further analyzed the
path of the model. According to the results of path analysis shown
in Figure 2, decent work had a significant positive impact on
employee well-being (β = 0.173, p < 0.01). Therefore, hypothesis
1 was supported.

In order to investigate the significance of the mediation
effects, this study ran the bootstrap method in AMOS21.0,

TABLE 3 | Correlation coefficient matrix and discriminant validity.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. DW 4.657 1.024 0.858

2. SN 4.898 1.333 0.153** 0.863

3. SCN 5.303 1.183 0.138** 0.178** 0.857

4. SDN 4.987 0.958 0.172** 0.085 0.264** 0.793

5. EW 4.956 0.905 0.263** 0.156** 0.472** 0.500** 0.808

N = 421; **p < 0.01 (two-tailed tests); DW, decent work; SN, survival need
satisfaction; SCN, social contribution need satisfaction; SDN, self-determination
need satisfaction; EW, employee well-being.
Figures in bold on diagonals are the square root of AVE of each construct.
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FIGURE 2 | Results of path analysis. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 4 | Bootstrap analysis of mediating effect test.

Hypothesized path Estimate Lower Upper P-Value

H2 DW→ SN→ EW 0.010 −0.012 0.044 0.404

H3 DW→ SCN→ EW 0.086 0.019 0.155 0.017

H4 DW→ SDN→ EW 0.151 0.047 0.259 0.007

DW, decent work; SN, survival need satisfaction; SCN, social contribution need
satisfaction; SDN, self-determination need satisfaction; EW, employee well-being.

selected 5000 repetitions, set the confidence interval
standard as 95% according to the recommendations of
Shrout and Bolger (2002). If the confidence interval does
not include 0, the specific mediating effect is significant; if
the confidence interval includes 0, the specific mediating
effect is insignificant (Hillis and Bull, 1993; Cheung and
Lau, 2008). Moreover, since this research model is a multiple
mediation model, a separate analysis can only get the result of
overall mediation effect rather than the specific mediation
effect. Therefore, this study used the syntax of AMOS
to assign values to all the relevant paths, and calculated
the specific mediation effect of non-standardization and
standardization, respectively.

As shown in Table 4, decent work was found to have
a significant, indirect effect on employee well-being via
the satisfaction of both social contribution needs [estimate
effect = 0.086, 95% confidence interval = (0.019, 0.155)] and self-
determination needs [estimate effect = 0.151, 95% confidence
interval = (0.047, 0.259)]. However, the indirect effect of decent
work on employee well-being via the satisfaction of survival
needs was insignificant [estimate effect = 0.010, 95% confidence
interval = (−0.012, 0.044)]. Thus, hypothesis 3 and hypothesis 4
were supported while hypothesis 2 was not supported.

After identifying the mediating effects of social contribution
need satisfaction and self-determination need satisfaction, this

study also compared the significance of the mediating effects.
As shown in Table 5, self-determination need satisfaction played
a stronger mediating effect between decent work and employee
well-being compared with social contribution need satisfaction.
Thus, hypothesis 5 was supported.

DISCUSSION

Employee well-being can not only reduce absenteeism rate and
turnover rate, but also stimulate individual potential and improve
organizational performance (Gillet et al., 2012). Therefore,
investigating what contributes to employees’ sense of happiness
is of great significance to academia and business. Within a PWT
framework, the current study is the first to examine how and why
decent work might relate to well-being of millennial employees.

After analyzing data from 421 millennial employees in
China, this study found that decent work had a positive
impact on well-being of millennial employees. Social
contribution need satisfaction and self-determination need
satisfaction partially mediated the positive relationship
between decent work and well-being of millennial employees,
but the mediating role of survival need satisfaction
was not significant. Compared with social contribution

TABLE 5 | The comparison of mediating effects.

Hypothesized path c a ∗ b c” a ∗ b/c

Total effect Indirect effect Direct effect

DW→ SCN→ EW 0.258 0.086 0.198 32.9%

DW→ SDN→ EW 0.323 0.151 0.198 46.4%

DW, decent work; SCN, social contribution need satisfaction; SDN, self-
determination need satisfaction; EW, employee well-being.
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need satisfaction, self-determination need satisfaction
had a more significant mediating effect on well-being of
millennial employees.

The findings of this study should be comprehended by
taking cultural contextual factors into consideration. The
current Chinese millennials grew up in an era of rapid
economic development and have been greatly satisfied
with their material life (Zhao, 2018). Compared with older
generations, millennial employees are no longer satisfied
with survival needs, which could probably explain why the
satisfaction of survival needs does not bring them feelings
of happiness. Moreover, Chinese millennial employees are
more in favor of autonomy and control, and they are in
the learning phase and eager to improve their working
capacity (Fang et al., 2020). Therefore, it is understandable
that self-determination need satisfaction plays a stronger
mediating effect between decent work and well-being of
millennial employees.

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

The current study has three theoretical implications. First,
the current study was the first to examine how the experience
of decent work relates to well-being of millennial employees
in the Chinese context. Mirroring previous studies (Kozan
et al., 2019), decent work can positively influence employee
well-being. However, unlike previous studies on well-being
which just focused on job satisfaction and life satisfaction
(Kozan et al., 2019), this study integrated life well-being,
workplace well-being and psychological well-being and
provided empirical evidence to verify that decent work
could bring overall happiness to Chinese millennial employees.
Therefore, this study enriches the research on the outcome
variables of decent work.

Second, responding to the call of Duffy et al. (2019) that future
studies should examine how decent work impacts well-being
of individuals via need satisfaction, this study explored need
satisfaction as an underlying mechanism in this relationship.
In line with some propositions within PWT (Duffy et al.,
2016), this study found that social contribution need satisfaction
and self-determination need satisfaction partially mediated the
relationship between decent work and well-being of millennial
employees although the mediating effect of survival need
satisfaction was found to be insignificant. Thus, this study
enriches the research on the antecedent variables of well-being
of millennial employees.

Finally, the current study expands the scope of the application
of PWT given the fact that previous studies have been conducted
almost exclusively in Western, individualist cultural context
(Allan et al., 2019; Mcllveen et al., 2021). Since Duffy et al.
(2016) proposed that decent work can promote work fulfillment
and well-being by satisfying individuals’ survival needs, social
contribution needs and self-determination needs, a number of
empirical studies have been conducted to examine the relations
between decent work and well-being outcomes. For example,
Duffy et al. (2019) found that securing decent work can promote

increased mental health primarily because work is meeting
individual needs and may promote physical health by meeting
survival needs. Furthermore, Duffy et al. (2021) found that
decent work can predict heath behaviors indirectly via survival
need satisfaction. However, no studies to date have examined
whether there are differences in the mediating effects of survival,
social contribution and self-determination need satisfaction. By
comparing the significance of the mediating effect, this study
found that the mediating effect of self-determination need
satisfaction was more significant between decent work and well-
being of millennial employees than that of social contribution
need satisfaction. Therefore, this study extends the application of
PWT in a non-western, collectivist cultural context.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

The results from this study have several implications for HR
management and practices. First, managers should motivate
millennial employees from the work itself. In other words, it is
necessary for managers to provide decent work for millennial
employees to enhance their well-being. To achieve this goal,
managers could design staff ’s work content, working hours,
salary, and welfare in a scientific and reasonable manner, and
create a free and comfortable working environment.

Second, when managing millennial employees, organizations
should not blindly apply traditional management methods, but
should strive to meet their psychological needs according
to their values and behavior preferences. For instance,
increasing autonomy levels, promoting skills development,
and strengthening staff relationship can be conducive to meeting
millennial employees’ needs for self-determination, thereby
enhancing their well-being.

Third, given that millennial employees pay more attention
to self-determination needs, managers could delegate effectively
and empower them to carry out their roles with adequate
resources. Besides, implementing flexible working system can
also encourage employees to decide their own working hours
and even where they work as long as they can finish their tasks
before deadlines. This can not only satisfy the autonomy needs
of millennial employees (Westerman and Yamamura, 2007), but
also enables them to achieve work-life balance (Twenge, 2010).

Finally, managers should make an effort to create a free
communication atmosphere to understand the needs and
expectations of millennial employees. It is important for
managers to communicate with their younger staff in a respectful,
caring and equal manner, to give them the opportunity to
express their opinions, and to encourage them to provide valuable
suggestions for the development of organizations.

LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR
FUTURE RESEARCH

This study also has some limitations to be solved
in the near future. Firstly, all the questionnaires
collected in this study were self-reported by employees,
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so this single source of information may lead to some
deviation in variable measurement. Future research could collect
questionnaires in the form of joint reports by supervisors
and employees so as to obtain more accurate data. Secondly,
considering the length of the article, this study did not
independently propose the relationship between each dimension
of decent work and other variables. It is advisable that future
research should divide decent work into several dimensions
and explore the relationship between each dimension and
employee well-being. Thirdly, this study only focused on
work factors that lead to employee well-being, so we did
not explore leadership styles which is equally important in
inducing well-being (Ding and Yu, 2021). It is also necessary
to consider the boundary conditions of leadership style in the
relationship between decent work and employee well-being.
Finally, due to the cross-sectional design, the causality between
variables cannot be guaranteed. Future research could make
up for this by collecting longitudinal data to make the results
more persuasive.
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With the proposal of “mass entrepreneurship, mass innovation” and other ideas, the 
demand for entrepreneurial talent in China is increasing, but the supply of entrepreneurial 
talent is far insufficient. Consistent with theory of social cognition and planned behavior, 
this study outlines a conceptual model including entrepreneurial intention (EI), emotional 
competency (EC), entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE), entrepreneurial attitude (EA), 
entrepreneurial education (EE), and subjective norms (SN). A structural equation model 
was applied through a questionnaire survey of 382 vocational college students in Jiangxi 
province to test the relationship between the constructs in the model. The results show 
that, firstly, EA, EE, ESE, and EC have positive effects on EI, while the positive effect of 
SN on EI is not supported. Secondly, a mediating role is played by ESE and EA in the 
association between EI and EE. Thirdly, ESE and EA play mediating roles in the relationship 
between EI and EC. Some implications of EI for schools and students were discussed.

Keywords: higher vocational college students, entrepreneurial self-efficacy, subjective norms, emotional 
competency, entrepreneurial education, entrepreneurial attitude, entrepreneurial intention

INTRODUCTION

In an era of increasing focus on technological progress and strong international competition, 
entrepreneurship is perceived not only as an approach to boost employment as well as social 
and political stability but also as a source for competition and innovation (Shane and Venkataraman, 
2000). Entrepreneurs are the key to entrepreneurial activities, where entrepreneurial behavior 
is seen as voluntary and spontaneous, and entrepreneurial education is a tool for training 
entrepreneurs and enhancing entrepreneurial activities (Frye, 2018). Many studies have supported 
the predictive validity of intention on actual behavior and have regarded entrepreneurial intention 
as one of the key prerequisites for entrepreneurs to implement entrepreneurial behavior (Bird, 
1988; Ajzen, 1991; Krueger et al., 2000), arguing that entrepreneurial intention can be cultivated 
(Gnyawali and Fogel, 1994). Young people, such as college students, are more inclined to 
possess better prospects for enterprise development and succeed in establishing innovative 
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businesses (Liñán, 2008; Padilla-Angulo, 2017). Consequently, 
many scholars have studied students’ entrepreneurial intention 
and entrepreneurial education from various perspectives. Among 
notable research studies, Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) 
has been widely employed because of its powerful explanatory 
and predictive power. On the basis of Theory of Planned 
Behavior, researchers have added other theoretical perspectives 
(such as social cognition theory, self-efficacy theory, and 
emotional intelligence perspective) to adjust Theory of Planned 
Behavior model to adapt to distinctive economic and cultural 
backgrounds (Palamida et  al., 2018; Mozahem and Adlouni, 
2021; Otache et  al., 2021). However, in China, such research 
are insufficient. In 2018, General Secretary Xi Jinping made 
an important speech at the National Education Conference, 
calling for entrepreneurial education as well as innovation to 
go through the entire process of talent training in order to 
cultivate creative talent through creative education and create 
an innovative country with creative talent. There are many 
types of entrepreneurship supporting education, among which 
the course of higher education level entrepreneurship is an 
awareness education, specific for zero-experience students, 
aiming at improving their intention of entrepreneurship and 
training aspiring entrepreneurs (Liñán et  al., 2010; Bae 
et  al., 2014).

Vocational education is a significant attribute of higher 
education. From the perspective of the high-quality development 
of vocational education in China, it is vital to run entrepreneurial 
education well in higher vocational colleges to cater to the 
development of the times. Studying the current situation of 
students’ entrepreneurial intention in vocational colleges, 
providing each student with practical and effective entrepreneurial 
education with determination and persistence in starting a 
business, and cultivating their knowledge and skills will not 
only help students succeed in starting a business but also 
create opportunities and more value for society.

The purpose of this study is to explore the key driving 
factors influencing the entrepreneurial intention of vocational 
college students and the relationship between these factors. 
After this introduction, this study puts forward the proposed 
theories and postulated hypotheses and then describes the 
methods used: sample description, research instrument, data 
analysis, path analysis, and research results. Finally, this study 
has drawn some conclusions, highlighted the practical 
significance, and acknowledged the inherent limitations of this 
research study.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theory of Planned Behavior
In 1985, Ajzen added perceived behavior control (PBC) variable 
based on Reasoned Action Theory and preliminarily proposed 
TPB (Ajzen, 1985). Later, the paper “TPB” was published in 
1991, marking the maturity of the theory. According to TPB, 
all factors that may influence behavior indirectly affect behavior 
performance through behavioral intention, which is the result 
of the joint influence of attitude toward behavior (ATB), SN, 

and PBC. ATB represents the negative or positive feelings of 
a person regarding an action. The conceptualization of a person’s 
assessment pertaining to a certain behavior forms such an 
attitude. SN highlights the social pressure endured by a person 
when deciding to exhibit a specific behavior. It also shows 
the effect of salient individuals or social groups, such as relatives 
and friends on individual behavioral decisions. PBC indicates 
the extent to which a person feels the difficulty or ease of 
exercising a certain set of behaviors. It demonstrates the 
perception of the person related to the factors that hinder or 
promote executive behavior. ATB, PBC, and SN are conceptually 
distinct but interrelated, and they work together on behavioral 
intentions. The more positive a person’s ATB is, the more 
supported by important people around him, the stronger his 
PBC is, and the stronger his behavioral intention will be.

TPB has high predictive validity in behavior prediction, 
which can explain 39 and 27% of variance in intention and 
behavior, respectively, (Armitage and Conner, 2001). Up till 
the present moment, TPB is the most widely used theory to 
explain EI (Fernández-Pérez et  al., 2017; Wijayati et  al., 2021). 
TPB model provides a simple model for the main determinants 
of individual behavior and has been widely concerned with 
and applied in many research fields, such as social science 
and entrepreneurial management.

Entrepreneurial Intention
Currently, scholars at home and abroad do not have an unified 
definition of EI. Although scholars vary widely on EI, there 
are still similarities in their interpretations of EI. Bird (1988) 
first proposed the concept of EI and pointed out that EI is 
a psychological state that makes the thoughts, attention, and 
behaviors of potential entrepreneurs focus on entrepreneurial 
activities. As the state of consciousness prior to action process, 
EI has an imperative role in an individual’s decision to perform 
new business and is assumed as the best estimator of 
entrepreneurial-focused behavior (Gartner, 1988; Ajzen, 1991). 
Thompson (2009) defines EI as a person’s intention to establish 
innovative businesses and to determinedly seek entrepreneurial 
opportunities in the future (Shahab et  al., 2019). EI has been 
explicated in the extent literature as the psychological state of 
the person that stimulates the human desire to launch novel 
businesses or foster some novel extensions within the present 
streams of the business. This study has defined EI as a state 
of psychological preparation for an individual to establish an 
enterprise based on cognitive experience, emotional factors, 
and external environmental factors.

Entrepreneurial Attitude
Social psychology defines attitude as the representation of 
individual cognition, including the subjective evaluation of 
oneself, others, affairs, activities, events, and so on. It has an 
important effect on individual responses and behaviors. EA 
refers to the level to which an individual is unwilling or inclined 
to engage in entrepreneurial activity (Ajzen, 1991). The reason 
why EA is considered as one of the factors affecting EI is 
that scholars from different backgrounds, cultures, and research 
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samples have proven that EA is the most significant predictor 
of EI. EA positively and significantly affects EI (Seng Te et  al., 
2019; Otache et  al., 2021; Wijayati et  al., 2021). All these 
studies show that the more positive students’ attitudes toward 
entrepreneurship, the stronger their intention to start their 
own business.

The enlisted hypothesis is drawn on the basis of the above-
mentioned discussions:

H1: EI is positively influenced by EA.

Subjective Norms
SN is one of the important determinants of the TPB. SN refers 
to the perception of the person on whether intimate relationships 
in the social environment, such as colleagues, friends, and 
family, support a certain behavior, and on the impact of such 
an evaluation on the individual (Ajzen,1991). Many studies 
have shown that the influence of SN on intention has high 
explanatory power and is extremely important for increasing 
EI. Lai and To (2020) conducted a survey of 220 young Chinese 
adults and found that SN significantly influences EI. Shi et  al. 
(2020) report that there exists a significantly positive association 
between SN and EI among university students in Zhejiang 
Province, China. Other studies collected data from different 
countries and regions to underpin the association between SN 
and EI. Their studies have established consistent implications 
that SN facilitates the formation of EI (Mahmood et  al., 2017; 
Palamida et  al., 2018; Tarapuez et  al., 2018).

Based on the proposed arguments, we  have postulated the 
below hypothesis:

H2: EI is positively influenced by SN.

Entrepreneurial Self-Efficacy
Bandura (1977), an American psychologist, was the first to 
propose the idea of self-efficacy by terming it as the judgment 
and self-evaluation of the person to complete a specific set 
of behaviors. Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy is used to derive 
the concept of ESE. Chen et  al. (1998) defined ESE as the 
strength of individuals to believe that they can successfully 
perform the roles and tasks of entrepreneurs. Individuals with 
a high sense of ESE tend to have firm beliefs, make more 
unremitting efforts in the face of tasks, and cope with more 
difficult challenges. People with low ESE often have to deal 
with stress and depression, which limit or impair their skill level.

The role of ESE in entrepreneurship research has received 
increasing attention, especially in research on the factors influencing 
EI. Self-efficacy is reported as a good predictor of start-up 
intention (Krueger et  al., 2000; Zakaria and Nordin, 2020). The 
application and practice of social cognition theory (SCT) in 
entrepreneurship research indicates that EI and success are largely 
influenced by ESE, while Pelegrini and de Moraes (2021) revealed 
that the ESE of university students in developing countries 
significantly positively predicted EI. Meanwhile, gender difference 
lies in female ESE, which has a greater impact on EI. Chu 
et al. (2020) conducted a questionnaire survey among 312 Chinese 

students who participated in early entrepreneurial practice and 
found that all aspects of ESE had a significantly positive effect 
on EI. With an exception, Amofah et  al. (2020) studied 159 
MBA students from two private universities in Ghana and found 
that ESE had no significant impact on college students’ EI.

Consistent with the above arguments, the below hypothesis 
is also postulated:

H3: EI is positively influenced by ESE.

Emotional Competency
Goleman (1998) defined EC as a kind of learning ability based 
on emotional intelligence, and a high-level EC contributes to 
excellent work performance. Additionally, Goleman recommended 
that there are two dimensions of EC: social and personal and 
skills. Personal skills are the ability to manage oneself. Among 
these personal skills, he  identified three main abilities: self-
awareness, self-regulation, and motivation. In terms of social 
skills, he  suggested two abilities: empathy and social skills. 
Pradhan and Nath (2012) found that there is a significant 
positive correlation between emotional intelligence and 
entrepreneurial orientation. Subsequently, a large number of 
researchers began to pay attention to the relationship between 
EC and EI and conducted investigations. Huezo-Ponce et  al. 
(2020) investigated students in different entrepreneurial ecosystems 
in Guadalajara, Jalisco, and Mexico and found that EC directly 
and positively affects EA and ESE but does not directly and 
positively affect EI. However, EA and ESE as opportunity 
perceptions had a directly positive impact on the enterprise 
performance of college students. Similarly, Wu and Tian (2021) 
conducted a survey of vocational college students in China 
and came to the same conclusion: EC completely affects EI 
through the mediators EA and ESE. Therefore, it can be concluded 
that with the improvement in their cognitive background, students 
with stronger EC are more inclined to develop the intention 
of launching a new business. Wen et al. (2020) found a significant 
positive correlation between ESE and EC. With the improvement 
in the EC level of vocational college students, ESE will increase. 
The lower the EC, the faster the improvement in ESE. The 
higher the EC, the more stable the ESE is. In China, having 
a high EC is extremely important for coping with the challenges 
of starting a business (Chu et  al., 2020).

We have drawn the enlisted hypotheses on basis of the 
above arguments:

H4: EA is positively influenced by EC.

H5: ESE is positively influenced by EC.

H6: EI is positively influenced by EC.

Entrepreneurial Education
EE aims to promote the fundamental quality of entrepreneurship 
and generate a kind of personality as the goal, not only to 
encourage the individual’s consciousness of innovation, EE, 
entrepreneurship, and innovation spirit, but also to face the 
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TABLE 1 | Demographic information of respondents.

Demographic variables F %

Gender Male 120 31.40
Female 262 68.60

Grade Freshman 265 69.40
Sophomore 102 26.70
Junior 15 3.90

Major field Science and Technology 136 35.60
Literature and History 2 0.52
Economic management 116 30.37
Others 128 33.51

Origin of 
student

Urban 67 17.54
Rural 315 82.46

N = 382; F: Frequency; %: Percent.

whole society, for those who intend to pursue creative businesses, 
entrepreneurship, the entrepreneurial venture group, a phased 
hierarchical education of innovative training, thinking, and 
entrepreneurship capacity of practice (Frank et al., 2007; Liñán 
et al., 2011). Education services and training are majorly 
significant in emerging market countries, where low levels of 
business and technical skills can hinder motivated people from 
launching innovative ventures (Gnyawali and Fogel, 1994). 
According to self-determination theory, human capital theory, 
and ESE theory, EE is positively correlated with students’ EI, 
because EE can provide enough knowledge and skills to motivate 
students to develop entrepreneurial careers. Gieure et al. (2019) 
revealed that students are more willing to gain entrepreneurial 
skills through effective training and education, and those with 
higher skills are more confident in themselves and more inclined 
to generate entrepreneurial ideas. In other words, ESE plays 
an important mediating role in the EE interpretation of 
EI. Boldureanu et al. (2020) pointed out that in entrepreneurship-
focused educational programs, acquaintance with effective 
entrepreneurial models can be an important factor in fostering 
students’ confidence in their entrepreneurial capacity and 
improving their attitude toward entrepreneurship. This finding 
is consistent with previous studies (Liñán et al., 2011). Jiang 
et  al. (2017) took Chinese students majoring in social science 
and engineering science as research subjects and found that 
the quality of EE had a positive impact on EI, among which 
ESE played a mediating role. Bi and Collins (2021) confirmed 
the importance of both traits and mindsets in the development 
of students’ ESE and identified the bridging role of behavioral 
skills. Mozahem and Adlouni (2021) tested and validated a 
sample of a total of 560 students from 4 private Lebanon 
universities and found that entrepreneurship courses led to 
an increase in ESE in the sample used.

The below hypotheses are presented based on the above  
arguments:

H7: EA is positively influenced by EE.

H8: ESE is positively influenced by EE.

H9: EI is positively influenced by EE.

To put it in a nutshell, after taking into account that EI 
represents the intention to become an entrepreneur or launch 
a new business, we  use an EC perspective and EE theory to 
analyze the relationships among EC, cognitive factors (EA, 
SN, ESE), EE, and EI and extend the TPB model. The model 
to be  tested is shown in Figure  1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample Description
In order to test this research proposition, an empirical study 
was conducted on students of vocational colleges in Nanchang 
city, Jiangxi Province, China through a questionnaire survey. 
Student groups have always been an important object of research 

on EI (e.g., Kolvereid, 1996; Krueger et al., 2000; Padilla-Angulo, 
2017; Bell, 2019; Gieure et al., 2019; Neneh, 2020), and universities 
are crucial for cultivating students’ motivation and ability to 
participate in entrepreneurial activities effectively. In addition, 
previous empirical data have shown that Chinese students have 
strong entrepreneurial potential and high entrepreneurial 
awareness (e.g., Elston and Weidinger, 2018; Liu et  al., 2019; 
Shi et  al., 2020). Therefore, we  believe that studying the EI 
of college students can provide practical and effective insights 
into China’s environment.

Questionnaires were distributed and collected on the Internet. 
The study was ethical and completely confidential and anonymous, 
with all questions related to the study itself. At the beginning 
of the questionnaire, the participants were clear about the 
purpose of the survey and volunteered to participate. 
Questionnaires that take less than 10 min to complete will 
be excluded. A total of 382 students completed the questionnaires. 
The sample was mainly female (68.6%). Most of the students 
came from rural areas (82.5%).

The demographic information of respondents is shown in 
Table  1.

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual framework. SN = subjective norms, 
EA = entrepreneurial attitude, ESE = entrepreneurial self-efficacy, 
EI = entrepreneurial intention, EC = emotional competency, EE = entrepreneurial 
education.
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Research Instrument
As the research model (Figure  1) is presented by the authors, 
none of the available tools are appropriate. We  integrated and 
appropriately modified the tools previously validated in other 
environments to form the questionnaire for this study. In the 
actual test, the questions were translated into the Chinese language 
so that the participants could understand the research questions 
more accurately. Therefore, a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 
5 (strongly agreed) to 1 (strongly disagreed) was used to measure 
all relevant items. The variables were adopted as follows: For the 
measurement of SN, the three questions were drawn from the 
scales of Kolvereid (1996) and Liñán and Chen (2009). For the 
measurement of EA, five questions were drawn from the scale 
of Liñán and Chen (2009). For the measurement of EE, four 
questions were drawn from the scale of Denanyoh et  al. (2015). 
For the measurement of EC, five questions were drawn from the 

scale of Fernández-Pérez et  al. (2017). For the measurement of 
ESE, six questions were drawn from the scales of Tsai et  al. 
(2016) and Liñán (2008). For the measurement of EI, five questions 
were drawn from the scale of Liñán and Chen (2009). All items 
used in this study list in Table  2.

Data Analysis
As suggested by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), we  adopted 
a two-step approach to the structural equation model (SEM). 
First, the measurement model was verified by conducting a 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). SEM was used to test the 
relationship between the structures. Finally, according to Hair 
et  al. (2006), we  applied fit indices from different categories 
to test model fitting: absolute fit indices, which evaluate the 
efficiency at which the proposed model regenerates the observed 
data, indices of parsimony, which is the same as the absolute 

TABLE 2 | Items used to measure research constructs.

SN

Definition: It refers to an individual’s perception of whether close relationships, such as colleagues, friends, and family, support a certain behavior in the social 
environment, and the impact of such evaluation on an individual.
SN1 If I decided to create a firm, my closest family would approve of that decision. Kolvereid (1996) and Liñán and 

Chen (2009)SN2 If I decided to create a firm, my closest friends would approve of that decision.
SN3 If I decided to create a firm, people who are important to me would approve of that decision.
EA
Definition: The degree to which an individual is unwilling or inclined to engage in entrepreneurial activity.
EA1 Being an entrepreneur implies more advantages than disadvantages to me. Liñán and Chen (2009)
EA2 A career as entrepreneur is attractive for me.
EA3 If I had the opportunity and resources, I’d like to start a firm.
EA4 Being an entrepreneur would entail great satisfactions for me.
EA5 Among various options, I would rather be an entrepreneur.
EE
Definition: It is a kind of education and training service aiming at improving the basic quality of entrepreneurship and producing a kind of personality.
EE1 The university promotes the students’ capability required for entrepreneurship. Denanyoh et al. (2015)
EE2 The university enhances students’ skills related to entrepreneurship.
EE3 The university gives students with applicable information and assist students on how to initiate a venture.
EE4 I believe that entrepreneurship matters can be initiated through education.
EC
Definition: It is a kind of learning ability based on emotional intelligence, and having good EC contributes to excellent work performance.
EC1 I am able to recognize my own emotions and their effect on my actions. Fernández-Pérez et al. (2019)
EC2 I consider myself a person who is flexible and capable of addressing changes.
EC3 I like to push myself to improve or to meet a certain criterion of excellence.
EC4 I am able to understand the feelings and viewpoints of others and I am actively interested in the things they care about.
EC5 I have the ability to negotiate and resolve disagreements.
ESE
Definition: It is the strength of individuals to believe that they can successfully perform the roles and tasks of entrepreneurs.
ESE1 I can work productively under continuous stress, pressure, and conflict. Tsai et al. (2014) and Liñán 

(2008)ESE2 I can originate new ideas and products.
ESE3 I can develop and maintain favorable relationships with potential investors.
ESE4 I can see new market opportunities for new products and services.
ESE5 I can recruit and train key employees.
ESE6 I can develop a working environment that encourages people to try out something new.
EI
Definition: A state of psychological preparation established by individuals based on cognitive experience, emotional factors, and external environmental factors.
EI1 My professional goal is becoming an entrepreneur. Liñán and Chen (2009)
EI2 I will make every effort to start and run my own firm.
EI3 I am determined to create a firm in the future.
EI4 I have very seriously thought of starting a firm.
EI5 I have got the firm intention to start a firm someday.

SN = subjective norms, EA = entrepreneurial attitude, ESE = entrepreneurial self-efficacy, EI = entrepreneurial intention, EC = emotional competency, EE = entrepreneurial education.
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fit indices except that it considers the complexity of the model, 
and incremental fit indices, which examine how effectively a 
specified model fits comparatively to the alternative-baseline 
model. AMOS 24.0 was used to undertake all analyses.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
Table  3 represents the descriptive statistics of the constructs.

Prior to the CFA, the measurement model was assessed 
for construct validity and reliability. The descriptive statistics 
showed that all mean values are greater than the midpoint of 
3.50, varying from 3.559 to 3.798. Additionally, the standard 
deviation (S.D) ranged from 0.711 to 0.779. The skew index 
ranged between −0.965 and − 0.218 while the kurtosis index 
varied from −0.066 to 1.336. Both Skew and Kurtosis indices 
are acceptable and reflective of univariate normality. Thus, the 
data gathered for this study is considered sufficient for structural 
equation modeling.

Test of the Measurement Model
The purpose of the CFA test is to determine if the association 
between a factor and its corresponding measure fulfills the 
theoretical associations presented by researchers. The assessment 
of significance is used to establish the model fit through the 
t-values of the individual item loadings. This study has also 
used the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), 
x2 statistics, standardized root mean residual (SRMR), Tucker–
Lewis index (TLI), and comparative fit index (CFI). The 
chi-square divided by degrees of freedom (x2/df) should not 
be  greater than 3 (Carmines, 1981) and the CFI and TLI 
should both surpass 0.90 (Preacher and Hayes, 2008) for a 
model to be  considered a good fit. Both SRMR and RMSEA 
should not be  greater than 0.08  in order to be  considered 
sufficient (Hair et al., 2006). Additionally, as per the suggestion 
of Hair et  al. (2021), the average variance extracted (AVE) 
value needs to exceed 0.5, as the composite reliability (CR) 
value should be  greater than 0.8.

The measurement model also exhibits an adequate model 
fit (x2 = 791.320, x2/df = 2.362, GFI = 0.868, AGFI = 0.839, 
TLI = 0.942, CFI = 0.949, RMSEA = 0.060, SRMR = 0.042). In sum, 
our test results indicate the appropriateness of the measurement 
model, which is a reliable indicator of the hypothesized constructs, 
thus allowing tests of the structural relationships in the various 
models to proceed.

Convergent and Discriminant Validities
Convergent validity is to evaluate whether the respective 
indicators are measuring the construct they want to measure. 
Table  4 demonstrates the factor loading of each item on the 
constructs in the measurement model. All parameter estimates 
are significant at a p 0.05 level. The AVE values ranged between 
0.563 for EC and 0.720 for EE, which are above the threshold 
value of 0.50. Cronbach’s alpha is used to calculate the internal 
consistency of all constructs. As shown in Table  4, Cronbach’s 

Alpha values were considered high in the range of 0.834–0.949 
(Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). Therefore, convergence validity 
was established for all measurement items in this study.

Discriminant validity denotes the significant difference or 
low correlation between the potential variables represented by 
one or another facet. To examine the discriminant validity 
between the constructs, the criteria proposed by Fornell and 
Larcker (1981) were adapted in this study. The square root 
of the AVE (diagonal) of the measurement model is greater 
than the correlation coefficient (off-diagonal) between the latent 
variable and other latent variables in Table  5 below. Then, it 
indicates good discriminant validity.

Path Coefficient Analysis
The major purpose of the path coefficient is to report the 
extent and impact significance of the independent variables 
related to the dependent variable. As indicated by Hair et  al. 
(2021), the authors in this study have put forward a directional 
hypothesis for H1 to H9, revealing that the value of p must 
be  below 0.05 and the t-value should be  greater than 1.96. 
Consistent with Table  5, hypothese2 was rejected because the 
criteria were not fulfilled.

The study findings indicate that EA significantly impact the 
EI (β = 0.426, p < 0.001), ESE (β = 0.79, p < 0.001), and EE 
(β = 0.113, p < 0.05), as a result supporting Hypotheses 1, 3, 
and 9. Although, SN (β = 0.02, p > 0.05) has no significant 
influence on EI. Furthermore, EC had a significant effect on 
EI (β = −0.435, p < 0.001), EA (β = 0.749, p < 0.001), and ESE 
(β = 0.776, p < 0.001). EE also had a significantly positive impact 
on EA (β = 0.16, p < 0.001), and ESE (β = 0.189, p > 0.05). These 
results provide support for hypotheses 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8. In 
total, eight of the nine hypotheses are supported.

Mediating Testing
The Bootstrap method currently serves as the ideal test method 
for mediating effects (Preacher and Hayes, 2008). A significant 
mediating effect is considered in cases where the confidence 
interval of the computed indirect effect does not contain zero.

Tables  6 and 7 show the output of this test, which reveal 
that EI is affected by EE through EA and ESE, indicating that 
EA and ESE are mediators. EE directly and significantly affects 
EI, and EE partially affects EI through EA and ESE. Meanwhile, 
EC directly and significantly affects EI. EC partially affects EI 
through EA and ESE.

TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics.

Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis

SN 3.586 0.762 −0.439 0.946
EE 3.798 0.711 −0.965 2.253
EC 3.698 0.756 −0.813 1.336
EA 3.678 0.779 −0.504 0.351
ESE 3.562 0.747 −0.355 0.291
EI 3.559 0.766 −0.218 −0.066

SN = subjective norms, EA = entrepreneurial attitude, ESE = entrepreneurial self-efficacy, 
EI = entrepreneurial intention, EC = emotional competency, EE = entrepreneurial education.
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DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Discussion
This study used TPB, SCT, and EE to investigate the influence 
of EA, SN, ESE, EC, and EE on EI. As mentioned above, 
TPB is apparently inadequate to explain EI, because it only 
considers cognitive factors. Therefore, ESE, EC, and EE were 
introduced through SCT and other literature reviews. By 
integrating the above factors, we  were in a position to move 
beyond the explanations presented in the TPB framework, 
which consequently improved the explanatory power of the 
research model proposed in this study.

As expected, the results of this study showed that EA and 
ESE were the two most significant factors affecting EI. As 
predicted, our study with Chinese vocational college students 
as the research sample proved that EA and ESE have a positive 
influence on EI, which is parallel to research findings (Law 
and Breznik, 2016; Cavazos-Arroyo et  al., 2017). It is entirely 
possible that a person who has a positive attitude toward 
starting a business, or a person who is confident in their 
capacity to establish a new business and has the courage to 
face the follow-up challenges, is more prone to start a business.

Surprisingly, our study found that the SN was not a significant 
predictor of EI. This is inconsistent with some previous studies 
(Ajzen, 1991; Cavazos-Arroyo et  al., 2017; Shi et  al., 2020). 
Our results suggest that important people, such as family and 
friends, have little bearing on whether an individual chooses 
to start a business. This means that college students may already 
have a relatively independent idea of their future employment 
choices. The research of Doanh and Bernat (2019) and 
Hongdiyanto et  al. (2020) has confirmed our findings and 
held that SN is not an important factor in explaining EI, 
further pointing out that SN affects EI through EA and ESE.

EE had a significant and positive influence on EI. The results 
of the mediation test show that EA and ESE play partial 
mediating roles in EE and EI, which is consistent with previous 
research (Jiang et al., 2017; Boldureanu et al., 2020). The skills 

TABLE 4 | Convergence validity.

Unstd. S.E. t-value p std. SMC CR AVE
Cronbach’s 

alpha

SN1 <−-- SN 1.000 0.873 0.561 0.910 0.771 0.850
SN2 <−-- SN 1.004 0.067 14.976 *** 0.858 0.674
SN3 <−-- SN 1.071 0.071 15.112 *** 0.903 0.745
EA1 <−-- EA 1.000 0.835 0.496 0.924 0.709 0.948
EA2 <−-- EA 1.143 0.080 14.217 *** 0.794 0.612
EA3 <−-- EA 1.066 0.073 14.655 *** 0.878 0.653
EA4 <−-- EA 1.105 0.074 15.009 *** 0.825 0.689
EA5 <−-- EA 1.256 0.081 15.481 *** 0.875 0.740
EC1 <−-- EC 1.000 0.770 0.354 0.904 0.654 0.834
EC2 <−-- EC 1.515 0.138 10.967 *** 0.780 0.608
EC3 <−-- EC 1.278 0.121 10.569 *** 0.850 0.533
EC4 <−-- EC 1.233 0.121 10.182 *** 0.810 0.473
EC5 <−-- EC 1.367 0.128 10.683 *** 0.830 0.552
EI1 <−-- EI 1.000 0.912 0.790 0.960 0.799 0.896
EI2 <−-- EI 0.848 0.040 21.379 *** 0.921 0.661
EI3 <−-- EI 1.015 0.035 28.673 *** 0.921 0.867
EI4 <−-- EI 1.008 0.041 24.315 *** 0.887 0.750
EI5 <−-- EI 1.060 0.039 26.930 *** 0.906 0.821
EE1 <−-- EE 1.000 0.891 0.753 0.961 0.831 0.919
EE2 <−-- EE 1.040 0.036 28.985 *** 0.952 0.912
EE3 <−-- EE 1.085 0.037 29.092 *** 0.955 0.916
EE4 <−-- EE 0.953 0.044 21.787 *** 0.910 0.696
ESE1 <−-- ESE 1.000 0.783 0.552 0.938 0.715 0.949
ESE2 <−-- ESE 1.131 0.069 16.480 *** 0.831 0.691
ESE3 <−-- ESE 0.999 0.061 16.481 *** 0.939 0.691
ESE4 <−-- ESE 1.058 0.065 16.342 *** 0.875 0.681
ESE5 <−-- ESE 1.011 0.060 16.721 *** 0.847 0.709
ESE6 <−-- ESE 0.897 0.057 15.703 *** 0.795 0.632

Unstd. = unstandardized factor loading; std. = standardized factor loading; S.E. (standard error) is an estimate of the standard error of the covariance; CR is the critical ratio obtained 

by dividing the estimate of the covariance by its standard error; AVE: average variance extract; SMC = the square of the normalization coefficient; *** denotes p < 0.001, 
SN = subjective norms, EA = entrepreneurial attitude, ESE = entrepreneurial self-efficacy, EI = entrepreneurial intention, EC = emotional competency, EE = entrepreneurial education.

TABLE 5 | Discriminant validity.

EA EC EE EI ESE SN

EA 0.842
EC 0.622 0.809
EE 0.486 0.391 0.912
EI 0.745 0.52 0.603 0.894
ESE 0.788 0.68 0.522 0.788 0.846
SN 0.572 0.586 0.335 0.476 0.551 0.878

SN = subjective norms, EA = entrepreneurial attitude, ESE = entrepreneurial self-efficacy, 
EI = entrepreneurial intention, EC = emotional competency, EE = entrepreneurial education. 
The bold figure of the diagonal is the square root of average variance extracted (AVE).
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and knowledge needed to launch a business can be  acquired 
through EE. Therefore, by teaching students the knowledge 
and skills needed for future entrepreneurship, it can both 
directly promote individuals to produce EI and promote EI 
by producing more positive EA or higher ESE. Sun et al. (2017) 
did an in-depth study on this, which not only supplemented 
the TPB model but also pointed out what specific elements 
of EE influence EA and ESE.

EC partially mediates EI through EA and ESE. This fact 
confirms previous studies by other authors (Fernández-Pérez 
et  al., 2017; Wen et  al., 2020). In other words, the improvement 
in EC will provide value for the precognitive factors (EA, ESE) 
of EI. When college students’ EC improve, they feel more 
convinced about their entrepreneurial capabilities, which allows 
them to capitalize on the opportunities. Similarly, the more EC 
students were, the more positive they felt about entrepreneurship 
and the more likely they were to pursue entrepreneurship as a 
career choice.

Theoretical Implications
The findings of this study make several contributions to this 
field. First of all, this study investigated the factors influencing 
the EI of vocational college students from different grades and 
disciplines in the context of COVID-19, which has not been 

sufficiently studied so far. Secondly, a insignificant relationship 
between SN and EI was confirmed, revealing the insignificant 
role of SN in students’ EI in the COVID-19 pandemic. Thirdly, 
EE partially affects EI through EA and ESE. Meanwhile, EC 
partially affects EI through EA and ESE.

Practical Implications
First, higher vocational colleges should strengthen their innovative 
education. EE has a significantly positive impact on 
entrepreneurial consciousness. On the one hand, higher vocational 
colleges should update their educational ideas according to 
the background of The Times, integrate the idea of innovation 
and entrepreneurship into every link between education and 
teaching, pay attention to improving the comprehensive quality 
of students, and train students to take the concept of lifelong 
entrepreneurship as their goal. On the other hand, innovation 
and EE should attach importance to the status and role of 
teachers in education and strive to create a team of innovative 
teachers with excellent quality, solid expertise, and strong 
practical ability.

Second, the quality of students at higher vocational colleges 
should be  improved. Students should take the initiative to 
overcome passive thinking, overcome the thought of not being 
enterprising and not seeking to make progress, and instead, 

TABLE 6 | Summary of the hypothesis tests.

Hypotheses Path Path coefficient (β) t-value p-value Results

H1 EA → EI 0.426 5.215 *** Accepted
H2 SN → EI 0.02 0.346 ns Rejected
H3 ESE → EI 0.79 7.46 *** Accepted
H4 EC → EA 0.749 9.322 *** Accepted
H5 EC → ESE 0.776 9.862 *** Accepted
H6 EC → EI −0.435 −2.967 ** Accepted
H7 EE → EA 0.16 3.612 *** Accepted
H8 EE → ESE 0.189 4.611 *** Accepted
H9 EE → EI 0.113 2.541 * Accepted

*** denotes p < 0.001, ** denotes p < 0.01, * denotes p < 0.5,,ns = non-significant; SN = subjective norms, EA = entrepreneurial attitude, ESE = entrepreneurial self-efficacy, 
EI = entrepreneurial intention, EC = emotional competency, EE = entrepreneurial education.

TABLE 7 | The mediating testing result.

Parameter
Path 

coefficient (β)
SE

Bias-corrected 95%CI Percentile 95%CI
Results

Lower Upper p-value Lower Upper p-value

Indirect effects

EE → EA → EI 0.068 0.04 0.005 0.16 0.037 0.007 0.149 0.067 Accepted
EE → ESE → EI 0.15 0.051 0.053 0.256 0.003 0.048 0.25 0.004 Accepted
EC → EA → EI 0.319 0.098 0.15 0.534 0.001 0.154 0.543 0.001 Accepted
EC → ESE → EI 0.613 0.13 0.413 0.93 0 0.41 0.922 0 Accepted
Direct effects
EE → EI 0.122 0.098 0.04 0.351 0.048 0.06 0.324 0.027 Accepted
EC → EI −0.731 0.348 −1.624 −0.255 0.002 −1.541 −0.231 0.002 Accepted
Total effects
EE → EI 0.358 0.117 0.128 0.591 0.001 0.117 0.584 0.002 Accepted
EC → EI 0.834 0.219 0.440 1.303 0.004 0.219 0.510 0.002 Accepted

SN = subjective norms, EA = entrepreneurial attitude, ESE = entrepreneurial self-efficacy, EI = entrepreneurial intention, EC = emotional competency, EE = entrepreneurial education.
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have an objective and scientific understanding of their own 
strengths and weaknesses, and be  full of confidence and 
determination in their entrepreneurial dreams and prospects. 
Focus on learning, cultivating entrepreneurial awareness, and 
identifying potential entrepreneurial opportunities.

Finally, a good entrepreneurial environment in society should 
be  created (Wu and Wang, 2018). On the one hand, based on 
the national conditions of the country, the government can 
support college students’ starting their own businesses by reducing 
the cost of taxation, discount loans, simplifying the examination 
and approval process, etc., and can also set up entrepreneurship 
guidance institutions to give timely and effective guidance to 
inexperienced students. On the other hand, social media is 
used to change the social value orientation and gradually improve 
people’s inherent impression of entrepreneurship so that students 
can get support from their families and friends.

Research Limitations and Future Works
As with all empirical studies, the current study is not free of 
limitations. First, the study sample included only 382 students 
from technical and vocational colleges in Jiangxi Province of 
China. Therefore, the research sample should be  wider than 
this paper and further research should also include student 
subjects from other provinces or countries to discover potential 
differences in the influencing factors of students’ EI. Second, 
because the aim of this research study is not to assess the 
business practices themselves, it fails to highlight how EI translates 
into actions over time. Therefore, further longitudinal studies 
are needed to examine this issue and validate these results in 
different entrepreneurial settings. Third, underclassmen and 
upperclassmen seem to be  important factor in EE because of 
their study experience in vocational colleges. These analysis results 
might be useful in conducting the effectiveness of EE. Therefore, 
it is worth supplementing in subsequent studies. Finally, the 
relationship between EI and individual EC is also worth exploring 
considering that EE can be  received in active and passive ways.
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With the advancement of marketization, China has achieved rapid economic growth and
economic class differentiation. This research analyzes the data from China’s livelihood
survey, divides the urban Chinese into five socio-economic classes, and tests their
preferences and tendencies for income redistribution. It obtains the general attitude
differences in subsidy policy and income inequality during COVID-19. Our conclusion
are consistent with the existing literature to a great extent; that is, personal factors (self-
interest and belief in fairness) play a crucial role in the attitude of Chinese citizens.
In the analysis of situational factors, the results show that the higher the level of
marketization, the people are more likely to have stronger negative emotions about
subsidy or redistribution policies. Further analysis shows that people with the lowest
income are susceptible to the fact that income inequality has become significant and
show a strong willingness to support the government’s redistribution policy. In contrast,
middle-class people tend to favor the government’s redistribution policy, although they
will not benefit much from the redistribution policy. Therefore, they lack the motivation
to support the government in vigorously implementing the subsidy policy. Significantly,
high-income people are indifferent, as they lack such motivation even more. The
difference in redistribution preferences between upper-class and lower-class groups
signals polarization in Chinese society, especially income redistribution.

Keywords: unemployment subsidy, COVID-19, preferences, earnings redistribution, China

INTRODUCTION

Research on residents’ redistribution preferences has become a hot topic with the continued severity
of global income inequality. In recent years, COVID-19 has become a significant public health
event that has impacted the global economy and global income inequality. Although research on
the redistribution preferences of residents is fruitful, research on the redistribution preferences
of residents in the context of COVID-19 is not sufficient. Previous studies have made important
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discoveries, mainly focusing on the following aspects. First,
studies explore residents’ redistribution preferences from the
perspective of individual subjective cognition. Studies have
shown that the redistribution preferences of Chinese residents
are affected by the motivation of economic interests and are
significantly affected by the perception of social fairness (Xu
and Liu, 2013; Xiao, 2021). Reducing residents’ sense of income
fairness enhances redistribution preference and further increases
redistribution preferences by reducing the intermediary variable
of mobility expectations (Li and Lv, 2019). Some factors influence
preferences to redistribute from distributional processes; people
have fairness preferences regarding outcomes and how to
achieve those outcomes (Tinghög et al., 2017). Second, studies
observe residents’ redistribution preferences from the social
class perspective (Li Y., 2020). Humanizing high socio-economic
status groups leads to lower support for income redistribution for
wealthier groups (Sainz et al., 2019). The above studies mainly
focus on the individual level, and the redistribution preferences
of residents are less explored at the situational level, especially the
interaction between the individual and the situational level. Given
the impact of COVID-19 and rising regional income inequality,
are residents’ redistribution preferences affected by these changes
in scenarios? From the perspective of economic stratification, this
study explores how urban residents’ redistribution preferences
embedded in regional income inequality under the COVID-19
shock change with the context, whether it converges or diverges.

Compared with the impact of the SARS epidemic in 2003,
the impact of the 2019 COVID-19 outbreak on employment
was more severe and complex, mainly due to the profound
changes in the employment pattern. In the service industry,
flexible employees with no clear employment relationship, the
increasing number of people employed in microenterprises,
and migrant workers have become the leading employment
groups. However, the employment protection and social security
systems are insufficient to cover them. Therefore, Zhang and
Wu (2020) estimated that new jobs decreased by 1.4216 million,
4.7792 million, and 6.7861 million, respectively, under the three
optimistic, neutral, and pessimistic expectations. In China, the
new job losses were 8.70, 29.26, and 41.55%, respectively, affected
by COVID-19 in 2020.

By February 2020, infected people had appeared in all
provinces of China. As a result, the Chinese government has
taken a serious view of the epidemic, while it also stresses the
epidemic’s impact on the economy and people’s livelihoods. As
a result, the government comprehensively issued many policies
to promote epidemic prevention and control and economic
development. Among these, many practices are worthy of in-
depth understanding and research.

For instance, in response to the abovementioned relative
reduction in employment, the government has established an
unemployment subsidy policy. Traditionally, the evaluation of
the effect of a public policy tends to evaluate its efficiency,
and citizen response or citizen attitude will not be the most
important in the evaluation. However, in China, with such a large
population base, the authors believe that the attitude of citizens
toward such a policy that benefits the people’s livelihood but does
not involve all citizens is still of great research value. What factors

will affect the presentation of their relevant attitudes? Will their
attitudes change over time? These problems deserve the attention
and discussion of scholars and policymakers, and what is more,
they need to respond to them.

Using data from the China People’s Livelihood Survey,
this research, from the perspective of socio-economic class,
attempts to explore how the two factors affect urban residents’
attitudes, inclinations, and preferences for unemployment
subsidies. Individual-level factors include self-interest and belief
in fairness, and contextual factors include time and region.
In addition, this research aims to explore the employment
redistribution preferences of Chinese urban residents of different
economic classes.

This study attempts to make a small contribution from
three aspects. First, theoretically, the perspective of economic
stratification is introduced based on integrating the previous
perspectives of self-interest and fairness belief analysis. As
income inequality continues to increase during China’s transition
period, it is more appropriate to explore whether to establish
unemployment benefits from the perspective of economic
stratification during the new crown epidemic. Second, in terms
of research methods, contextual influencing factors, based on
presenting individual influencing factors, such as the Gini
coefficient and marketization index, are included in the analysis
variables. Then we further conduct interaction analysis about
individual and contextual factors. Third, in terms of policy,
data analysis in 2020 and 2021 outlines the changes in people’s
attitudes toward tax collection and unemployment benefits in
different economic classes. The spread of COVID-19 provides
policy intervention for the government direction. At the same
time, we also need to determine whether the Chinese society has
formed a consensus attitude toward unemployment benefits and
whether there is any danger of polarization or even rupture.

The structure of this research is as follows: The first part is a
brief introduction, and then we describe the origin of the research
and puts forward hypotheses through background and literature
review. The fourth part explains the source and processing
method of the data, and the fifth part clarifies the analysis results.
Finally, we discuss the result in detail in the sixth part, and the
last part provides a summary and limitations.

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

According to the output loss conversion method, Gao
(2020) estimates that COVID-19 will bring approximately
23 million job losses in 2020. As a result, total employment
decreased by approximately 7.5 million compared with the
previous year, equivalent to increasing the unemployment
rate by approximately one percentage point. Furthermore,
accommodations, catering, tourism, entertainment, and
transportation lost millions of job opportunities in the second
and third industries.

The outbreak of COVID-19 has also significantly impacted
the employment of new graduates of colleges and universities.
Comparing the psychological pressure and employment choices
of new graduates before and after the outbreak, scholars found
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that the epidemic has negatively affected new graduates in
many aspects. For example, they met recruitment interview
obstruction, job implementation decline, high employment
pressure, and pessimistic expectations for the future economy
(Li C., 2020). The COVID-19 epidemic has had a significant
impact on the employment of college graduates. This impact
is functional and structural, not only in the short term but
also in the long term. The epidemic’s impact not only exists in
the group of new graduates, which has brought new challenges
to employees’ adaptation to changes and job security and has
dramatically affected their wellbeing and satisfaction. The survey
and empirical data analysis of 568 employees in Romania show
that there is a negative correlation between job instability and job
satisfaction (Nemteanu et al., 2021).

The global outbreak of COVID-19 has deeply damaged
the industrial chain, supply chain, and financial chain. All
the countries have continuously introduced various policies to
restore economic development. Mainly focused on increasing the
government’s fiscal deficit and debt has attracted much attention.
From the views of modern monetary theory and functional
finance, government deficit spending reflects the essence of
functional finance.

Reducing market interest rates has the effect of crowding
in investment, whereas it stabilizes prices and promotes full
employment. However, liberal economists and political thinkers
have attacked the idea of public good for a long time. New
scientific models and post-structuralist ideas from the start of
the 20th century helped people reconnect with the idea of the
public good to guide politics, accommodate liberty and diversity,
and overcome liberal objections (Olssen, 2021). Therefore, the
sovereign government can and must actively act as the last resort
and implement the employment guarantee scheme to ensure
employment and stable growth.

The Chinese government wants to improve the effectiveness of
the employment stabilization measures and effectively deal with
the epidemic’s impact. It has also realized that we should focus
more on vulnerable groups during the policy implementation and
create a relief model to achieve good governance.

China has faced a problematic employment situation in
recent years, especially since the outbreak of COVID-19. Social
insurance premiums have inherent defects, making it challenging
to meet the future development needs of China’s employment
situation. Some researchers have pointed out that social insurance
should reform to meet the needs of China’s employment situation
development through “fee-to-tax” (Wu and Zhou, 2020).

Since the outbreak of COVID-19, enterprises in China
have faced the problems of extended downtime and difficult
resumption of work. As a result, in February 2020, the national
urban survey unemployment rate peaked at 6.2%, an increase
of 0.9% over the same period in 2019. In addition, the number
of new college graduates in 2020 reached an all-time high
of 8.74 million (China Ministry of Education, 2019; China
National Bureau of Statistics, 2020). There is no doubt that
China’s employment situation is bleak against the background
of the epidemic. Therefore, the Chinese government has issued
various policies and measures to stabilize employment, such as
issuing unemployment subsidies during the epidemic to alleviate
employment difficulties. The unemployment subsidy policy is a

particular policy issued in a unique period. Its primary purpose
is to increase the living assistance to the unemployed under
particular circumstances and ensure their basic life.

In February 2020, the Ministry of Human Resources and
Social Security, the Ministry of Finance, and five other
departments issued a notice on doing an excellent job in
employment during the epidemic prevention and control period.
Furthermore, making it clear that areas with serious epidemic
situations, such as Hubei, grant unemployment subsidies to
insured unemployed persons who do not meet the statutory
conditions for receiving unemployment insurance benefits. In
March 2020, the general office of the State Council issued the
implementation opinions on strengthening measures to stabilize
employment in response to the epidemic’s impact. They made
it clear that in 2020, if an unemployed person did not meet
the statutory conditions for receiving unemployment insurance
benefits, while the unemployment insurance is about to expire,
they were granted unemployment subsidies for 6 months. The
standard for the subsidy is not higher than 80% of the local
unemployment insurance benefits. The implementation of this
new policy has expanded the current scope of unemployment
protection to all insured unemployed persons, from areas with
severe epidemics to the whole country.

During the COVID-19 period, the government issued more
unemployment benefits for more unemployed people, which has
become a vital welfare measure in many other countries. For
instance, in America, in March 2020, President Trump signed
the Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA), which
provided additional administrative funds for the response to
the COVID-19 epidemic. Expanding unemployment insurance
during the economic downturn is a standard policy practice in
the United States, not only in the COVID-19 crisis but also in
the Great Recession. This law is similar to China’s unemployment
insurance policy mentioned above. Both try to enhance their
resilience by providing unemployment insurance for workers
who are not entitled to unemployment benefits to cope with the
unemployment pressure brought by COVID-19.

During the shutdown period, the Spanish government also
implemented the policies of unemployment benefits and social
bonuses for electricity to help people alleviate energy poverty.
According to the research results of several cases during the
shutdown period in Spain, the increase in unemployment benefits
should be especially applicable to the shutdown period with
unemployment, difficulty in finding a job, increase in residence
time, and increase in energy consumption and expenses caused
by the epidemic (Bienvenido-Huertas, 2021).

According to the public opinion survey on the German
unemployment insurance system, the researchers believe that
it is appropriate to increase income through unemployment
insurance before and during the COVID-19 crisis. A specific
insurance period can stabilize the income status of welfare
recipients and provide time to find appropriate jobs to improve
the quality of suitable employment (Osiander et al., 2021).

The unemployment subsidy policies have achieved specific
results; however, what is the public’s attitude toward this new
redistribution policy? There are a few empirical studies on
people’s attitudes toward the epidemic subsidy policy, especially
in China. From experience, benefitting from the unemployment
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insurance system established in 1986 and lasting for many years,
China has a public opinion basis for extending unemployment
benefits. However, China has always had an egalitarian tradition
of “not suffering from oligopoly but inequality.” Moreover,
that tradition has almost become a collective subconscious
social development attitude. Equalitarianism has become the
background of populism, which negates the rational development
of diversification by pursuing the equality of interests. This
populist tendency especially embodies the people’s demands at
the bottom. Populists among the bottom classes are even more
(Xu, 2018). As a result, the differentiation of economic classes
may lead to different attitudes toward unemployment subsidy
policies among different economic classes.

In terms of examining factors influencing Chinese urbanites’
attitudes toward COVID-19 subsidies, their preferences for
redistribution, one of the public opinions, can be clearly
explained by subsiding themselves, representing a type of
income redistribution. Specifically, address the issue of class
polarization in urban China. In other words, how do Chinese
citizens of different social classes have different preferences for
redistribution? Furthermore, regarding critical values, such as
redistributive needs, does the attitude of Chinese citizens become
more decentralized or centralized? Finally, we should consider
class differentiation’s degree, nature, and trajectory.

LITERATURE REVIEW

At present, Chinese society has entered a severe period of income
inequality, with populist tendencies impacting employment
funds. To this end, the Chinese government has reformed the
national tax system to alleviate the income inequality gap.

The researchers examined China’s two tax reforms from
progressive and social welfare. They found that the abolition
of agricultural tax reduction significantly improved the social
welfare of rural residents. Although the income tax threshold
increases the progressive rate, it reduces the overall share of
income tax in the total tax. Therefore, both reforms have
raised the overall welfare level. The results show that due
to its decreasing nature, agricultural taxes inhibit the welfare
of low-income groups and increase inequality. Therefore, the
cancelation of agricultural taxes positively impacts farmers’
income gap between urban and rural areas. Although the income
tax is progressive, its share in the total tax is tiny, reducing
its redistribution effect. After the tax reform in 2011, with
the increase in the income tax threshold, the positive role
of redistribution was further weakened. However, because it
exempts many low-income groups from income tax and the
marginal value of income of the poor is much higher, the overall
social welfare has increased. The researchers predict that the
tax reform implemented in early 2019 (introduced in 2018)
will further reduce the tax burden on middle-income people
(Shen et al., 2021).

Using the microsimulation model of China’s income tax (PIT),
the researchers compared the personal income tax systems in
2011 and 2018. They found that residents from different sources
of income may face a significant degree of changes in the effective

tax rate. Once the tax system changes to PIT 2018, the income
redistribution effect will reduce from 1.95 to 1.22%. The role
of PIT in fiscal revenue will also be negatively affected, and its
income redistribution function will be challenging to recover
in the short term. However, the researchers also found that
the impact of PIT on income distribution depends on the tax
structure. Under appropriate conditions, the gradual transition
to a “comprehensive” tax system will achieve a better income
redistribution effect with a lower average tax rate. However, from
the perspective of social equity, a higher exemption rate does not
necessarily create an equal system. Excessive tax exemption will
reduce the tax burden of some groups, but it will also significantly
reduce the income redistribution function of PIT. In that regard,
we should avoid excessive emphasis on the role of immunity
(Zhan et al., 2019).

With a basic understanding of China’s tax policy, we further
discuss the attitude toward tax policy. There have been many
studies on the attitude of tax policy in academic circles.
Previous studies have documented that Americans tend to be
victims of “enlightened self-interest” when evaluating complex
national tax policies. However, recent studies have shown
that the simplicity and clarity of emerging local redistribution
initiatives promote the formulation of economic self-interest,
especially among lower-income citizens. Consequently, low-
income citizens have the highest support for their progressive tax
policies (Newman and Teten, 2021).

Both self-interest motivation and political ideology are
essential factors to explain the preference for tax plans. Through
the multilevel model to test socio-economic status and political
ideology to estimate personal preference, the financial burden
affects the preference for tax plans (straightforward tax) and
interacts with self-interest and ideological variables. Under a
higher level of direct taxation, it is possible to support the
redistribution of the poor and the rich. With political factions
becoming highly polarized, left-wing political parties have
strengthened their ability to mobilize voters further to pursue
their redistribution interests. In contrast, right-wing voters have
increased their resistance to taxing the rich (Jaime-Castillo and
Sáez-Lozano, 2016). Similarly, in the study of support for the tax
reduction and Employment Act, a similar conclusion was also
reported; self-interest and partisan prejudice will play a role, but
partisan relations are even more critical (Mendoza Aviña and
Blais, 2022).

In the context of Washington state’s proposal 1098, a study
shows how economic self-interest, concerns about inequality, and
partisan bias affect support for redistributive taxes. The results
report that all these factors affect the support rate. Nevertheless,
the support rate of low-income people is very high, which shows
that when the distribution policy meaning is clear, citizens can
transform their interests and general attitudes into consistent
redistribution preferences (Franko et al., 2013).

There are a few studies on this issue in the context of China.
However, there are many cases of the attitude of unemployment
tax or unemployment subsidy policy during the epidemic in the
literature of South Korea.

A study verified the policy feedback theory that individual
social policy experience affects welfare attitude. The relationship
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between disaster relief fund satisfaction and welfare attitude
confirmed that disaster relief fund satisfaction and policy
effectiveness affect welfare attitude in the overall and male
models. However, the study found no regulatory effect on
policy effectiveness. In the female model, satisfaction with
disaster relief funds and policy effectiveness affect welfare
attitude, and policy effectiveness has a negative regulatory effect
(Moon and Sun, 2021).

In the comparative study on the comments of South Korean
and Japanese citizens on the COVID-19 emergency relief fund,
the researchers found that South Korean and Japanese citizens are
generally sensitive to the tax problems of foreigners. However, if
immigrants fulfill their obligations, they can obtain state welfare
and support, similar to indigenous people (Rin, 2021). Another
study on the citizens of Daegu, South Korea, shows that providing
disaster relief funds can improve the region’s sense of belonging
and pride to stimulate communication among residents and
jointly overcome difficulties (Kim et al., 2020).

From the relevant literature thus far, we found that to probe
this issue, we need to consider both individual- and situational-
level factors concurrently while exploring the reasons for people’s
preference redistribution. Therefore, from the discussions above,
we issue the following hypotheses.

Individual Factors-Based Hypotheses
H1. Compared with the current low-income group, the current

high-income group–as measured by current personal
incomes and current comparison incomes with others–is
more likely to be less supportive of the employment subsidy
policy during the COVID-19 period.

H2. People with higher income expectations or those with lower
income in the past are more reluctant to support the
establishment of employment subsidies during the COVID-
19 period than those with lower future income prospects or
higher evaluation in the past.

H3. Compared with those who have experienced downward
mobility in the past or have lower expectations of upward
mobility in the future, those who have experienced social
mobility upward or higher expectations of upward mobility
have a lower tendency to support the employment subsidy
policy during the COVID-19 period.

H4. The more people emphasize the importance of diligence and
effort to success and wealth, the lower the level of support
for establishing employment subsidies during the COVID-19
period.

Situational Factors-Based Hypotheses
H5. The higher the level of objective income inequality (Gini

index), the more people approve of the unemployment
subsidy policy during the COVID-19 period.

H6. The higher the degree of marketization, the more reluctant
people are to support the unemployment subsidy policy
during the COVID-19 period.

H7. The more significant the development of income inequality
(Gini index), the more people endorse the unemployment
subsidy policy during the COVID-19 period.

H8. The more prosperous the development trend of the
marketization level, the more people tend to agree with
employment support during the COVID-19 period.

DATA AND METHOD

Dataset and Samples
The following analysis develops from the 2020 and 2021 social
surveys launched by Huazhong Agricultural University and
Lanzhou University. Eight Chinese universities jointly conducted
a nationally representative survey. The survey adopted the PPS
sampling method, and the respondents were 18 years and older
in China. There were 4,694 cases in the study sample in 2020
and 5,205 cases in 2021. The quartile division method divides the
people participating in the survey into five levels, namely, the top,
middle-top, middle, middle-bottom, and bottom. The variables
involved in the study are listed in the Supplementary Tables for
better clarification.

Method
This study used two primary statistical approaches, including a
description of polarization and a generalized linear model.

As far as the first approach is concerned, given the
significance of distribution properties of public opinion in the
study of politics and subgroup relations (Di Maggio et al.,
1996), a multidimensional definition of attitude polarization is
developed. Di Maggio et al. (1996) summarized four aspects of
opinion aggregation as a foundation for measurement, and we
use two of them.

1. The dispersion principle: “Other things being equal, the
more dispersed opinion becomes, the more difficult it will
be for the political system to establish and maintain centrist
political consensus” (Di Maggio et al., 1996, p. 693);

2. The bimodality principle: “Other things being equal, the
greater the extent to which opinions move toward separate
modes (and the more separate those modes become), the
more likely social conflict will ensue” (Di Maggio et al.,
1996, p. 693).

Accordingly, we used two specific indicators to measure
dispersion and bimodality.

First, “polarization” describes how public opinion on an issue
is diverse, deviant, and balanced between two extremes of the
opinion spectrum. The core of the dispersion is variance, which
measures the difference in opinions of any two people influenced
by extreme cases (Di Maggio et al., 1996). The formula for
variance is

S2
=

∑
X − X2/(N − 1)

Second, “bimodality” is used to delineate polarized public
opinion, which refers to the situation in which people hold
different opinions toward an issue, cluster into separate groups,
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and locate themselves between the two extreme positions sparsely
occupied (Di Maggio et al., 1996). It should be clear that
bimodality is different from the distance between positions since
“the extent to which opinion variation leads to conflict is likely
to depend on the extent to which occupants of polar stances are
isolated from one another” (Di Maggio et al., 1996, p. 694). The
formula for bimodality is

K =

[∑ X−m4

N

]
S4 − 3

where m is the mean, s represents the standard deviation, and
subtracting “3” guarantees that the normal distribution takes the
value “0.”

Specifically, “variance” stands for the spread of opinion, while
“kurtosis” represents bimodality (Walker and Lev, 1969, chap.
4). The former, calculated from the average squared difference
of each value from the mean value, is a measure of dispersion
and polarization (United Kingdom, SPSS; Di Maggio et al.,
1996). “Kurtosis,” the latter indicator, is sensitive to extreme
values and can distinguish between a sharp skew to either
side and movement of values from the center to both ends of
the distribution (Di Maggio et al., 1996). Another indicator,
“skewness,” in terms of the direction in which stretched out the
tails of the peak (or peaks), can indicate the direction in which a
distribution deviates from normality (United Kingdom, SPSS; Di
Maggio et al., 1996).

The second approach in this study is the hierarchical
generalized linear model (HGLM), which simultaneously
estimates individual- and situational-level effects. The data
are first hierarchically organized with individuals in terms of
five economic class groups nested within provinces and with
selected information at both the individual and situational
levels. Then, we used the data to estimate people’s attitudes in
urban China toward establishing employment subsidies during
the COVID-19 period. The dependent variable (i.e., attitude
toward establishing employment subsidies during the COVID-19
period) is dichotomous, with two outcome values, 0 or 1.

The specification at the individual level is:

log[jjj/(1− jjj)] = b0j + b1jcontrol variable

+b2jself interest belief

where jij is the probability that respondent i in province j supports
establishing employment subsidies during the COVID-19 period,
and b1j, b2j, and b3j are the coefficients for indicators of control
variables, self-interest, and fairness belief, respectively.

The specification at the situational level is:

b0j = g00 + g01 marketization index Lev2

+g02Gini coefficient Lev2+ u0j, u0j ∼ N(0, t00)

where g00 is the average logarithmic odds of establishing
employment subsidies during the COVID-19 period across
provinces and t00 is the variance between provinces in the
average logarithmic odds of supporting establishing employment
subsidies during the COVID-19 period. All non-dummy

individual-level independent variables are grand-mean centered,
creating a variable with a mean of zero across all cases.

Given the lack of a Gini coefficient for each province in China,
we cannot completely achieve the situational level’s hierarchical
generalized linear model (HGLM). Thus, its formula is modified
as follows:

b0j = g00 + g01 marketization index Lev2+ u0j, u0j ∼ N(0, t00)

To overcome this insufficiency, we estimate the Gini
coefficient of each province based on the individual earnings of
the sample and their changes over time.

RESULTS

Figure 1 shows the proportion of urban residents in China who
expressed support for the government imposing unemployment
subsidies during the COVID-19 impact period (2020–2021).
Axis X represents five different economic classes, and axis
Y represents the proportion of respondents who support the
unemployment subsidy policy in the total number of respondents
in their economic class.

Overall, the proportion of people who support the government
establishing employment subsidies over the 2 years correlates
with the respondent’s socio-economic class. There were
significant differences in respondents who supported government
employment subsidies across socio-economic classes from 2020
to 2021. Respondents at the middle and upper economic levels
show the most significant change in attitude over the 2 years.

Table 1 presents the fundamental statistical indicators of
respondents’ attitudes toward unemployment benefits in the

FIGURE 1 | Percentage of five economic classes supporting establishing
unemployment subsidy during the COVID-19 period in 2020 and 2021.

TABLE 1 | Polarization characteristics for 2020 and 2021.

Year 2020 2021

Mean 0.8165 0.8088

Variance 0.150 0.155

Skewness −1.636 −1.571

Std. error of skewness 0.036 0.034

Kurtosis 0.676 0.469

Std. error of kurtosis 0.071 0.068

N 4694 5205
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2 years affected by COVID-19. In 2020 and 2021, the mean
values are 0.8165 and 0.8088, respectively, with corresponding
variances of 0.150 and 0.155. A succinct explanation is that
in the first year of exposure to COVID-19, most respondents’
attitudes do not differ much, while they show a more significant
divergence after 1 year.

In these 2 years, the proportion of respondents with a positive
kurtosis (2020: 0.676; 2021: 0.469) suggests that the attitudes
of Chinese urban residents toward the government establishing
unemployment subsidies are broadly consistent, and the public
reaches a consensus. At the same time, the data skewness tends
to be lower in both years (2020: −1.636; 2021: −1.571), showing

TABLE 2 | Hierarchical logistic regressions coefficient predicting odds of supporting establishing unemployment subsidy during the COVID-19 period on individual-level
and situational-level variables in 2020.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

B Odds B Odds B Odds B Odds

Economic class (reference = top)

Bottom 0.601*** 1.824 0.596*** 1.815 −0.370* 0.691 −0.501 0.606

Middle-bottom 0.770*** 2.159 0.631*** 1.880 0.122* 1.130 −0.063 0.939

Middle 0.316** 1.372 0.174 1.190 −0.167 0.846 −0.417 0.659

Middle-top 0.333** 1.395 0.249* 1.282 −0.031* 0.969 −0.150 0.860

Control variable

Age 0.023*** 1.023 0.024*** 1.024 0.024*** 1.024

Gender (reference = male) 0.036 1.037 0.122 0.246 0.147 1.158

Employment status (reference = employed) −0.123 0.884 −0.226 0.097 −0.129 0.879

Marital status (reference = married) 0.001 1.001 −0.111 0.895 −0.134 0.875

Schooling −0.043*** 0.958 −0.051* 0.951 −0.052 0.950

Welfare 0.004 1.004 0.016 1.016 0.009 1.009

Individual-level

Self-interest

Current personal income (log) −0.309* 0.735 −0.330* 0.719

Past comparison income
(reference = bad)

better −0.234 0.791 −0.228 0.796

same −0.175 0.840 −0.187 0.830

Current comparison income
(reference = bad)

better −0.212 0.809 −0.169 0.845

same −0.095 0.909 −0.063 0.939

Intragenerational mobility (edu.) 0.003 1.003 0.010 1.010

Fairness belief

Existence of the rich and the poor
(reference = disagree)

agree −0.428*** 0.652

Children’s equal access to education
(reference = disagree)

agree 0.296* 1.344

Equal opportunities of descents of
workers or peasants to become
high-socio-economic-status people
(reference = disagree)

agree −0.307* 0.736

Situational-level

Marketization index −0.017*** 0.983 −0.016*** 0.984 −0.017*** 0.983 −0.015*** 0.985

Gini coefficient 0.039* 0.875 0.036* 0.816 0.028* 0.789 0.022* 0.746

Constant 1.705*** 1.214*** 4.690*** 5.146**

Province level effects u0 0.36 0.32 0.28 0.25

Chi-square 5272 5098 4987 4256

N 4694 4650 2510 2172

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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that more people start to express their positive attitude toward
unemployment subsidies in 2021.

Table 2 uses hierarchical generalized linear modeling (HGLM)
to estimate Chinese urban residents’ attitudes toward the
government’s unemployment subsidy policy in 2020. Model
1 includes two factors: the respondents’ socio-economic class
and the level of marketization. The socio-economic class
significantly impacts respondents’ attitudes, with most urban
Chinese in the higher classes having negative attitudes toward
unemployment subsidies during COVID-19. In contrast, middle-
bottom class people are almost two times as likely to support
the government establishing unemployment subsidies (2.159).
Additionally, included in Model 1 is the marketization index,
which is a measure of the context in which the respondent
lives. After controlling the other independent variables, the
marketization index significantly correlates with the proportion
of Chinese urban residents who support unemployment subsidies
during the COVID-19 epidemic. For example, for every one-unit
increase in the marketization index, respondents are 1.7% less
likely to support the establishment of unemployment subsidies.
Overall, Model 1 shows that the average probability of all
Chinese urban residents supporting COVID-19 unemployment
subsidies is 0.36.

Model 2 includes the two variables from Model 1 and
other independent variables, such as respondents’ personal
information. After controlling for age, gender, employment,
marriage, schooling, and welfare level, the correlation between
respondents’ socio-economic class and their attitudes toward
COVID-19 unemployment remained the same as in Model
1. Those in the lower-middle socio-economic class are less
likely to show a supportive attitude toward the government’s
establishment of the COVID-19 unemployment subsidy than
respondents in the upper class (1.880). For each new variable,
respondents’ age was positively correlated with their supportive
attitudes toward the COVID-19 unemployment subsidy (1.023),
while schooling was negatively correlated (0.958). The other
variables, including gender, employment, marriage, and welfare
level, were not significantly correlated with respondents’
attitudes toward establishing subsidies. In Model 2, when
other variables are controlled, there is a significant negative
correlation between the marketization index and the level of
support for COVID-19 unemployment subsidies among urban
Chinese residents. In Model 2, the average predicted probability
of respondents’ support for the government establishing
unemployment subsidies across provinces is 0.32.

Model 3 builds on Model 2 by including factors of the self-
interest of respondents, such as their current personal income,
relative income level, and education level based on past mobility
experiences. Respondents from the middle-bottom class remain
the most likely to support the COVID-19 unemployment subsidy
policy. In contrast, the attitudes of their counterparts in the
middle class toward the subsidy are not significantly correlating
with socio-economic class. Among the control variables, age
is positively correlated, and education negatively correlates
with respondents’ attitudes toward establishing the COVID-19
unemployment subsidy, while the other control variables were
not significantly correlated. Among the self-interest variables,

respondents’ current personal income negatively correlated with
their attitudes toward establishing the COVID-19 unemployment
subsidy (73.5%). However, relative income and education levels
based on mobility experience did not correlate significantly. The
marketization index and people’s attitudes toward the subsidy
policy by the government still showed a negative correlation
(98.3%). The average predicted probability that respondents in
each province would support the subsidy is 0.28.

In Model 4, the variable of beliefs about fairness was
added to the model and compared to Model 3. When this
individual-level influence is added to the model, the effect of
socio-economic class on respondents’ attitudes toward subsidies
is no longer significant. Among the control variables, age
significantly affected respondents’ attitudes toward subsidies.
As age increases, the level of support for establishing the
COVID-19 unemployment subsidy increases (1.024), the same
as the previous model. In addition, personal income negatively
relates to the level of support for unemployment subsidies
among urban Chinese. Those with higher wages have a lower
probability of supporting the government in setting up COVID-
19 unemployment subsidies (0.739). None of the respondents’
self-interest variables significantly affected the results. On the
equity belief dimension, respondents were less likely to support
the introduction of subsidies if they agreed that the gap between
rich and poor was justified (0.652). If respondents believe that
their children’s educational conditions are fair, they are more
likely to support a subsidy policy than those who believe
their children’s educational conditions are not fair (1.344).
Respondents who believe that the offspring of workers and
farmers have the opportunity to move up the social ladder
are less likely to support COVID-19 unemployment subsidies
(0.736). Finally, the direction of influence of the MMI on urban
Chinese regarding COVID-19 unemployment subsidies remains
unchanged. Overall, the average predicted probability of support
for subsidies among respondents in all provinces is 0.25.

Table 3 presents the results of the HGLM applied to the 2021
data. Corresponding to Table 2, Model 1 presents the effects of
socio-economic class and level of marketization on respondents’
attitudes. People of the middle-bottom level are the most likely
to support the COVID-19 unemployment subsidy. In contrast,
those of the highest level are the least likely to support the
unemployment subsidy.

Model 2 also adds several control variables, which introduces
some changes. Those in the middle of the socio-economic
class are not related to the attitude toward unemployment
subsidies. Three control variables, including age, gender, and
schooling, significantly affect Chinese urban residents’ attitudes
toward the COVID-19 unemployment subsidy. Specifically,
females, those with higher levels of education and those who
were older were more likely to support the public policy to
establish the COVID-19 unemployment subsidy. The other
three control variables, employment, marriage, and welfare level,
were not significantly related to respondents’ attitudes toward
unemployment subsidies.

In Model 3, we added a new set of variables about self-interest.
Analysis shows that Chinese urban residents of different socio-
economic levels’ preferences for COVID-19 unemployment
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TABLE 3 | Hierarchical logistic regressions coefficient predicting odds of supporting establishing unemployment subsidy on individual-level and situational-level
variables in 2021.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

B Odds B Odds B Odds B Odds

Economic class (reference = top)

Bottom 0.250* 1.284 0.164* 1.178 0.300* 1.350 0.208 1.231

Middle-bottom 0.266* 1.304 0.234* 1.264 0.259* 1.296 0.184 1.201

Middle 0.227* 1.255 0.172 1.188 0.263 1.301 0.185 1.203

Middle-top 0.137 1.146 0.089* 1.093 0.136* 1.145 0.012 1.012

Control variable

Age 0.004*** 1.004 0.002*** 1.002 0.002*** 1.002

Gender (reference = female) −0.147* 0.863 −0.153 0.852 −0.202 0.814

Employment (reference = unemployed) −0.079 0.619 −0.052 0.752 −0.062 0.786

Married (reference = unmarried) 0.031 1.032 0.029 1.021 0.35 1.128

Education −0.003*** 0.997 −0.015* 0.985 −0.013* 0.987

Welfare 0.034 1.035 0.055* 1.057 0.052 1.047

Individual-level

Self-interest

Current personal income (log) −0.428*** 0.652 −0.376*** 0.876

Past comparison income (reference = bad)

better −0.187 0.829 −0.197 0.798

same −0.176 0.876 −0.165 0.897

Past promotion experience (reference = Yes) 0.072 1.717 0.065 1.643

Past wage increase experience (reference = Yes) −0.087*** 0.916 −0.076*** 0.998

Future promotion expectation (reference = Yes) 0.876 1.983 0.879 1.965

Future wage increase expectation (reference = Yes) −0.012*** 0.876 −0.16*** 0.921

Intragenerational mobility (occupation) 0.087 1.287 0.092 1.876

Intragenerational mobility (edu.) 0.098 1.876 0.062 1.246

Fairness belief

Success due to luck 0.098 1.112

Success due to social network 0.092* 1.009

Success due to individual capacity −0.096* 1.765

Being poor due to idleness (reference = disagree)

agree −0.076*** 0.982

Being poor due to education insufficiency (reference = disagree)

agree −0.089 0.971

Being poor due to the government’s policy (reference = disagree)

agree 0.125*** 1.652

Situational-level

Marketization index −0.021*** 0.972 −0.020*** 0.976 −0.019*** 0.971 −0.018*** 0.981

Gini coefficient 0.032* 0.765 0.029* 0.762 0.022* 0.675 0.019* 0.629

Constant 1.268*** 1.208*** 1.118*** 1.109***

Province level effects u0 0.37 0.35 0.29 0.26

Chi-square 6785 5878 2987 2675

N 5205 4984 4321 3987

*P ≤ 0.05, **P ≤ 0.01, and ***P ≤ 0.001.

subsidies are significantly related to age, schooling, and
welfare. Older people are more likely to support the subsidy.
Similarly, those with lower levels of education and those
with higher levels of social welfare are more supportive of
the government establishing the COVID-19 unemployment
subsidy. The newly added variables about self-interest are not
in the 2020 data, such as respondents’ mobility experiences
during the COVID-19 period and their expectations of future
mobility status. Specifically, respondents’ previous experience

with wage increases and expectations of future wage increases
negatively affect their support for unemployment subsidies.
However, respondents’ previous experience with promotions
and expectations of future promotions do not show significant
effects. In Model 2, current personal income significantly affects
respondents’ preference for unemployment subsidies (0.652).

The last model in Table 3 incorporates variables on equity
beliefs. In this model, the correlation between people’s socio-
economic class and subsidy preferences is insignificant.
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Older, less-educated people were more likely to support the
government’s establishment of COVID-19 unemployment
subsidies. Respondents’ current personal income, past wage
growth experiences, and future wage growth expectations
negatively correlate with their subsidy preferences. We
operationalize the Equity beliefs into six variables, three of
which, luck, social networks, and personal capabilities, were
used to measure success. We also use idleness, educational
deprivation, and policy support to measure poverty. The
results showed that if respondents attribute success to luck
or poverty to educational deprivation, their equity beliefs do
not significantly affect unemployment benefit preferences. On
the other hand, respondents are more likely to support the
COVID-19 unemployment subsidies if they attribute success to
social networks or poverty to policy failures. Furthermore, they
are more likely not to support unemployment subsidies if they
believe that success stems from personal effort or poverty stems
from the refusal to work (choosing to be idle).

According to the four models in Table 3, the marketability
index negatively correlates with urban Chinese preferences for
unemployment subsidies (0.972 in Model 1, 0.976 in Model 2,
0.971 in Model 3, and 0.981 in Model 4). The average predicted
probability of support for subsidies by respondents in each
province is 0.37 in Model 1, 0.35 in Model 2, 0.29 in Model 3,
and 0.26 in Model 4.

In Table 4, we report our multilevel model and the estimates.
However, we must first clarify that the variables included in this
table exist in the 2020 and 2021 surveys since the same questions
allow us to combine these two datasets.

Situational-level variation in people’s preferences for subsidies
correlates with age, schooling, and income-level changes.
Specifically, the coefficient of schooling is −0.011, indicating a
small and negative association of the trend in the level of people’s
demand for subsidies with the growth of marketization. The
negative coefficient of income reveals that the rise in income is
decided mainly by marketization between 2020 and 2021. After
controlling for the growth of marketization, the extent to which
age accounts for people’s subsidy attitudes is slightly lower in
2021 than in 2020. Among the trend coefficients, the proportion
of people from the bottom-level economic class who support
subsidies decreases from 2020 to 2021 (−0.008), while that of the
middle-bottom similarly drops during these 2 years (−0.007).

In contrast, the proportion of those from the middle-top
and top who favor subsidy increases in 2021 (0.005 and 0002,
respectively). The only insignificant group is the middle-level
economic class. For the control variables, the changes in gender,
employment status, marital status, and welfare index during the
3 years from 2020 to 2021 have nothing to do with people’s
preferences for subsidies.

In conclusion, we analyzed and demonstrated substantial
regional variation in levels of people’s preferences for subsidies,
temporal changes in levels of people’s preferences for subsidies,
and temporal changes in return to economic class. In particular,
this table implicitly shows that for those with a higher level of
economic class (i.e., top- and middle-top), there is a positive
association between their demand for subsidy and their level of
economic class. At the same time, for their lower counterparts

(i.e., bottom- and middle-bottom), a negative correlation exists
between their subsidy attitudes and the level of their economic
class. Finally, in Part 6, we discuss our findings’ theoretical and
practical implications.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

As shown in Figure 1, comparing the data from 2020 and 2021,
the variance in attitudes toward COVID-19 unemployment
subsidies among Chinese urban residents in different
socio-economic classes diminishes. This result is because
unemployment subsidies are essentially income redistribution
measures that the government may take to reduce the negative
impact of such an epidemic. Therefore, taking kurtosis and
skewness into consideration, it can be argued that people tend to
support the government in establishing unemployment subsidies
more consistently in 2021 than in 2020. However, it is also

TABLE 4 | Estimated parameters of the preferred multilevel model of attitudes
establishing an unemployment subsidy during the COVID-19 period.

B

Baseline coefficient

Intercept 1.276***

Economic class (reference = top)

Bottom 0.218***

Middle-bottom 0.277***

Middle 0.102*

Middle-top 0.105*

Age 0.006***

Gender (reference = female) 0.076

Employment (reference = unemployed) 0.065

Married (reference = unmarried) 0.068

Education −0.011*

Welfare 0.032

Income (log) −0.398***

Trend coefficient

Wave (1 = 2021) 0.017

Economic class (reference = top)

Bottom × wave −0.008**

Middle-bottom × wave −0.007**

Middle × wave 0.002*

Middle-top × wave 0.005*

Age × wave 0.002***

Gender (reference = female) × wave 0.006

Employment (reference = unemployed) × wave −0.002

Married (reference = unmarried) × wave −0.021

Education × wave 0.007*

Welfare × wave −0.017

Income (log) × wave 0.003***

Micro macro interactive coefficient

Wave (1 = 2021) 0.0267***

Micro-level variance component

Var 0.146

*P ≤ 0.05, **P ≤ 0.01, and ***P ≤ 0.001.
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evident in Figure 1 that after 1 year, among the respondents
of the top socio-economic class, the proportion of support
for unemployment subsidies has increased. In contrast, the
proportion has decreased for their bottom class counterparts.
This finding is interesting, so the authors constructed three sets
of HGLMs to analyze further whether urban Chinese residents’
attitudes toward unemployment benefits converge or diverge
under the influence of COVID-19 and to identify which factors
have a significant impact on them.

Table 2 presents four HGLMs constructed from 2020 data,
wherein brief, both individual and situational contexts influence
the level of support of urban Chinese residents regarding the
government’s setting of COVID-19 unemployment subsidies.
At the individual level, respondents’ current personal income
significantly impacts unemployment subsidy preferences, which
confirms the view of some scholars presented in the literature
review. It may be because individuals with higher incomes
have more pronounced opposition to redistribution, whether
this redistribution is epidemic-related. At the same time, there
is no significant effect on the intragenerational mobility of
individuals, which the authors suggest is explained by the
fact that schooling in China has changed dramatically in the
last two decades. So, schooling can be somewhat biased to
represent mobility within generations, especially for urban
residents, whose intragenerational mobility may relate to several
factors. At the same time, individuals’ understandings and beliefs
about the concept of equity, which reflects their perceptions
of social stratification and social inequality, have a significant
negative impact on their preferences regarding unemployment
benefits. Database analysis of anonymous data from private
companies to track economic activity shows that high-income
people significantly reduced their spending in the early stage
of the COVID-19 pandemic (mid-March 2020), which led
to many layoffs of low-income workers in affluent areas.
In other words, the coping measures of high-income people
during the pandemic may unconsciously and negatively affect
the income of low-income people (Chetty et al., 2020). The
difference in income sensitivity is also evidence supporting the
differential attitudes of people at different economic levels toward
unemployment benefits.

Data analysis of the European Social Survey (ESS) shows
that national affluence significantly determines the demand for
redistribution. In Europe, the richer the country is, the more
likely it is to show low support for government intervention.
At least in redistribution preference, the attitude split related to
personal income has not disappeared but strengthened (Filetti,
2017). Similarly, many Chinese people pay more attention to
the social stratification mechanism during urbanization. Also,
they are more sensitive to income distribution fairness. Although
many social groups benefit from fast economic development,
persistent income inequality poses a significant threat to the
people in the current middle class. While income inequality
lessens the earnings of the middle class, those in the low
socio-economic classes, such as peasants and workers, hold a
hostile attitude toward the middle class. However, the middle
class earns income through legal approaches. Therefore, an
invisible ideological gap emerges between the middle and bottom
classes with increased income inequality in contemporary China.

Consequently, the ideological gap between the middle and
bottom classes can cultivate a populist ideology, especially in a
period of economic transition.

Most variables significantly impact respondents’ preferences
for unemployment benefits at individual and situational levels in
both surveys, implying that urban Chinese residents’ perceptions
of the redistribution of wealth and income represented by
unemployment benefits will adjust to different situations.
Optimists are less likely to support COVID-19 unemployment
benefits based on past experiences or expectations of the
future, and similar results show for social mobility—respondents’
perceptions of fairness influence their views on COVID-
19 unemployment benefits and redistribution. Unemployment
benefits are negative if people attribute personal success to effort
or if poverty is perceived as an unwillingness to work.

In the HGLM of Table 4, which combines the 2020 and
2021 datasets, schooling, income, and age are estimated to be
significant predictors of people’s demand for redistribution. The
first two negatively correlate with the need for redistributive
policies. Since educational attainment and income are both
measures of people’s socio-economic status, these two negative
associations confirm the adequacy of the theoretical perspective
of self-interest. Low-income people have high support for the
redistribution policy, and the evidence shows that when the
distribution impact of the policy is clear, citizens can transform
their interests and general attitudes into consistent redistribution
preferences (Franko et al., 2013). Studies have shown that
politically unsophisticated citizens tend to consider their interests
in their attitude toward tax policy. People’s attention to
distributive justice stems from their interest motivation. Self-
interest has been an essential psychological factor in tax
compliance (Verboon and van Dijke, 2007; Mendoza Aviña and
Blais, 2022).

Varied mechanisms of the redistribution of economic benefits
over time can partly explain the positive correlation between the
other factor, age, and people’s preferences for redistribution. The
old generation was more subject to egalitarian and totalitarian
imagery of Communist regimes, especially in the Mao era,
which sharply contrasts with income inequality over the last few
decades. On the other hand, the young generation was born
and brought up. With the dilution of abolishing the egalitarian
principle, the younger generation has become more salient to
accept income inequality. Accordingly, their preferences for
redistribution to overcome the income gap between the rich and
the poor seem to be lower than their parents’ (Zhou, 2004).
Moreover, since the edu∗ wave and income∗ wave values are
both positive, the explanatory power of schooling and income
in people’s demand for redistribution has been suggested to be
greater in 2021 than in 2020. This point again confirms that self-
interest is an insightful perspective to explain whether people are
in favor of or against the government’s redistributive policies.

The Chinese government is also actively exploring
employment stabilization policies in response to the COVID-19
pandemic and evaluating the feasibility of these policies in
practice. However, Zhang (2020) indicates that the government
should formulate employment stabilization policy measures
introduced during the COVID-19 pandemic under an initial
policy framework designed only for employees with a clear
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employment relationship, which is incompatible with the current
employment structure Mode does not match. Moreover, access
to employment stabilization policy measures is limited because
some of the most affected groups of workers do not get covered
by the policy. Given the problems and difficulties encountered in
implementing these policies, the future direction of employment
security and social insurance reforms needs to adapt to the
changing employment structure and patterns in Chinese cities.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a more significant impact
on the employment of Chinese migrant workers than urban
residents. According to Che et al. (2020), as of the end of
February 2020, more than 90% of rural Hukou (household
registration) workers could not find a job, compared with 42%
of Hukou (household registration) workers. It is difficult for the
government’s unemployment assistance policies to cover migrant
workers, and the enormous mobile population in cities is also
facing a similar situation. COVID-19 has exacerbated inequalities
arising from differences in household registration status. More
substantive reforms to unemployment benefits policies thus allow
China’s rural population, especially migrant workers who come to
work in cities, to integrate into the national social safety net and
need protection in any crisis.

COVID-19 has had a massive impact on almost all social
classes worldwide, and in this context, many countries have
adopted corresponding unemployment benefits (Mitman and
Rabinovich, 2021). Osiander et al. (2021) explore which
unemployment benefits are equitable for different groups in
Germany during the COVID-19 pandemic. Find that extending
unemployment insurance periods provides stable benefits to
people’s income status and can provide time to find a suitable
job, thereby improving the quality of the match. The attitudes
of Chinese urban residents toward establishing unemployment
benefits are similar to those found in Germany, but there
is a more discrete consensus. The COVID-19 pandemic has
forced millions to stay at home and left many unemployed
in Spain. Increased appliance uses and low incomes make
energy poverty more likely. Bienvenido-Huertas (2021) finds
that unemployment assistance can help alleviate energy poverty,
especially for those unemployed in low-paying jobs or working
only a few hours a week. Kei-Ichiro and Tomoki (2022) show
that Japan’s reduced working hours and increased coronavirus-
related paid leave during the COVID-19 pandemic have resulted
in a much lower unemployment rate than other G7 countries.
The above policy measures may also be worth learning by the
Chinese government. Through the government’s precise financial
project approval, the economic income level of workers will not
be significantly impacted by COVID-19.

LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUSION

The existing literature on people’s preferences for redistribution
has dementedly focused on individual-level predictors rather
than situational-level factors. Undoubtedly, the latter is also
of great importance. Social stratification theory is significant
in the real world during COVID-19, especially concerning
the income implications for different groups in China. The
authors combined the existing literature to divide Chinese

urban residents into five socio-economic levels and analyze the
variation in their attitudes toward income redistribution in the
form of subsidies while also considering the impact of income
inequality and regional economic development gaps. There are
several intriguing findings as follows. First, consistent with
the existing literature, individual-level factors (i.e., self-interest
and fairness belief) significantly affect Chinese urban residents’
demand for income redistribution and government support
during COVID-19. Second, the marketization index describes the
socio-economic context in which respondents live and behave.
We find that Chinese urban residents are more likely to oppose
government provision of unemployment subsidies if they are
in an environment with a higher level of marketization. Third,
respondents in different socio-economic classes have different
attitudes toward unemployment subsidies, and their attitudes
are related to the degree of income inequality. Compared to
other groups, people from the bottom level are sensitive to
income inequality, and most of them explicitly support the
government provision of unemployment subsidies. Respondents
in the middle level are relatively moderate, while those in the
higher socio-economic class are less likely to support COVID-
19 unemployment subsidies. This phenomenon reflects how
different groups were affected during the epidemic and how they
expressed the need for income redistribution.

Having seen the sharp variances of different economic class
levels in the Chinese government policy on wealth redistribution,
we face the following question: is Chinese society becoming
polarized? Based on our results, we must admit that we are not
sure enough to give a yes or no answer. However, unemployment
subsidies can enhance social resilience and help reduce inequality
through income redistribution. The variances in the attitudes
of urban residents of different socio-economic classes toward
unemployment subsidies reflect the different expectations of the
public regarding economic growth and their own lives. The CCP’s
development goal of shared prosperity is a necessary correction to
this trend. In the future, even after the epidemic is over, China
should still focus attention on and adhere to reducing social
inequality and avoiding greater social polarization.

We should address that this article has some limitations.
First, subject to the impact of research time and epidemic
situation, the research develops from a survey of urban residents.
They do not involve rural residents, a large population in
China. Therefore, the authors cannot extend the conclusion
of this study to rural residents without in-depth investigation
and cannot reflect the attitude of all citizens. Even for the
attitude toward the unemployment compensation policy, rural
residents are likely to show a completely different attitude
from urban residents. We know that the Chinese government
has long introduced preferential policies for the income of
rural residents, such as the targeted poverty alleviation policy
and the Rural Revitalization policy implemented after the
Chinese government announced the complete elimination of
poverty in 2021.

These policies have alleviated the severity of economic
class differentiation in rural areas. Their attitude toward the
unemployment subsidy policy during this epidemic is likely to be
different from that in cities. Second, residents’ attitudes toward
establishing unemployment benefits through taxation may be
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more complex, which needs some in-depth interview cases to
explore. However, it is regrettable that this study does not involve
the use of qualitative cases for in-depth analysis, and this will also
be a topic for the authors to study in-depth in the future.
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Although research has begun to explore the influence patterns of sense of virtual
community, there is limited research on how sense of virtual community affects
educational virtual community user engagement. Based on the educational virtual
community context, this study constructs a theoretical model with moderation and
mediation to explore the mediation mechanism of sense of virtual community affecting
user engagement and its boundary conditions. In this study, the data collected from 377
users are analyzed by structural equation modeling. The research findings found that not
only effective commitment has a mediating role between sense of virtual community and
user engagement, but also perceived support has a moderating role in the process
of effective commitment’s influence on user engagement. This study examines the
practical effects of sense of virtual community in the context of educational virtual
community use and reveals the mechanism of the effect of sense of virtual community
on user engagement.

Keywords: educational virtual community, sense of virtual community, affective commitment, perceived support,
user engagement

INTRODUCTION

The development of Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has changed the way the public
lives, communicates and learns. In the context of COVID-19, the application of new information
technology has dramatically changed the way people learn and interact with each other, and the
educational virtual community has flourished and set off a profound change in the education
industry. Cloud classroom, Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC) and other educational service
products based on digital content and technology have emerged one after another. In educational
virtual communities, sense of virtual community is the key to effective online learning and
an important antecedent variable influencing the integration of members into the educational
virtual community (Liu et al., 2020). In recent years, empirical studies around the sense of
virtual community has been highly sought after by marketing researchers (Koh and Kim, 2003;
Brodie et al., 2013; Chou et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2021). Related studies have focused on
consumers’ subjective perceptions of specific virtual communities, emphasizing the extent to
which consumers’ belonging, identity, and attachment to their virtual communities, and their
behavioral performance in establishing and creating a positive community atmosphere and
mimicking real situations, all play an important role in influencing and enhancing their subsequent
attitudes and behaviors in virtual environments (Tsai et al., 2011; Petric, 2014). The results of the
current study show that the sense of virtual community affects user engagement in educational
virtual community, including word-of-mouth promotion, effective commitment, creative feedback,
conveying emotion, developing awareness, and conducting interaction (Chou et al., 2016; Lu and
Hu, 2017; Hu et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2020).
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Such a number of effects lead to a strong or intense user
engagement when the educational virtual community revaluates
the sense of virtual community (Liu et al., 2020). In other
words, sense of virtual community can have a very significant
positive impact on user engagement. Sense of virtual community
is the essence of establishing and developing communities
in virtual environments (Han et al., 2016), reflecting the
behavioral manifestations outside the value purchase of virtual
community consumers. Sense of virtual community is to create
a relational link between consumers and the educational virtual
community. Research has found that sense of virtual community
can motivate community members to actively participate in
community activities and create brand value with the educational
virtual community (Chou et al., 2016). However, fewer studies
have explored and examined the mechanisms and boundary
conditions underlying the effect of sense of virtual community
on individual-level behavioral performance. Therefore, given
the important role of user engagement on the construction of
educational virtual community (Tarute et al., 2017; Ul Islam
et al., 2019), this study builds on existing relevant studies
from the educational virtual community perspective to examine
the potential intermediate mechanisms by which sense of
virtual community affects user engagement and provide relevant
empirical research support.

More importantly, as a psychological state reflecting the
relationship between members and the educational virtual
community, affective commitment reflects the willingness of
members to be part of the organization on an ongoing basis
(Allen and Meyer, 1990). In educational virtual communities,
in the absence of rules and regulations governing members’
activities, commitment mechanisms become an important
alternative system for managing community relationships and
members’ behaviors (Zhou et al., 2012). A direct relationship
between effective commitment and user engagement has been
shown (Raies et al., 2015), but the formation of effective
commitment relies on the positive climate and embedded
resources that the educational virtual community fosters for
consumers. atmosphere and embedded resources provided by the
educational virtual community (Mamonov et al., 2016).

The research also shows that effective commitment, as a
psychological state that characterizes the relationship between
members and the educational virtual community, reflects
the long-term orientation of the relationship, guiding and
regulating consumer behavior and making consumers act
more based on the common interests of both parties (Zhu
and Xie, 2018; Pang and Yang, 2021; Yang et al., 2021).
Therefore, effective commitment is necessarily a prerequisite
for user engagement educational virtual community and may
play a mediating role in the relationship of sense of virtual
community to user engagement. Currently, there are few studies
linking sense of virtual community, effective commitment,
and user engagement in studies related to consumer behavior,
especially the lack of attention to the mediating role of
effective commitment. Therefore, this paper proposes that the
sense of virtual community created by the educational virtual
community may have an indirect positive effect on the user
engagement of the educational virtual community through the

mediating role of effective commitment indirect positive effect on
user engagement.

In addition, the stronger user experience means that
individuals perceive that the educational virtual community
values Individuals’ contributions to the educational virtual
community and the level of concern for user welfare, which
not only provides a support behavior for consumers in valuing
content quality, encouraging interactions between individuals,
but also to promote the participation of members in the
various incentives set by the educational virtual community
(Marique et al., 2013). Previous research on user perceived
support has found that when companies work hard for a
good user experience, in return, individuals contribute to the
betterment of the company (Bettencourt, 1997; Ashley et al.,
2010). Rosenbaum (2006) argues that when a company’s efforts
to satisfy its Individuals are recognized by them, then the
company must be special in the minds of its Individuals and
the company can get certain economic benefits from user
satisfaction. Rosenbaum and Massiah (2007) found in a study
of user buying behavior that user perceived support is effective
in reducing user perceived risk, enhancing user recognition of
the company, and thus promoting buying behavior. The various
user support tools provided by companies help Individuals have
positive psychological experiences and enhance their relationship
commitment to the company (Zhao et al., 2014), which has
a significant positive impact on user trust and thus increases
Individuals’ willingness to share information (Wang and Rao,
2015). Existing research results (Ning and Xue, 2016; Meng, 2017;
Wang et al., 2019) show that perceived support is effective in
enhancing user attitudes and behaviors, which in turn brings
visible benefits to companies. However, in the existing research
on perceived support, scholars have mostly explored the issue
from the perspective of employees and organizations, while
few studies have been conducted on consumers’ perceived
support of live streaming platforms in the specific context of
education. Therefore, this study introduces the issue of user
perceived support into the field of virtual community marketing
for exploration, which has certain theoretical significance to
enrich the theory of virtual community marketing. Therefore,
this study introduces perceived support as a moderating
variable, analyzes the mechanism of perceived support in
educational virtual community, and provides recommendations
for educational virtual community managers to strengthen
the construction of educational virtual community through
perceived support.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION

Educational Virtual Community
Rheingold (1993) first proposed the use of virtual communities
to describe social groups with common values and interests
on the Internet, and today virtual communities are widely
used in education, and virtual educational communities have
become an important part of information-based teaching and
learning. In virtual education communities, educators and
learners can communicate and discuss pedagogical aspects
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through information exchange platforms, instant messaging
software and other network communication services for the
purpose of knowledge creation and knowledge sharing. Virtual
education communities are a useful supplement to traditional
education methods, which not only break the limits of
classroom teaching, extend learning time, and help learners,
develop independent learning skills, but also provide a more
flexible and personalized way of cognition. With the in-
depth development of big data technology, the rise and
popularity of iconic social networking tools such as Tik
Tok and WeChat have led people to increasingly socialize
and interact through social networks. Interactive learning
based on these social networking tools not only successfully
situates the collaborative and mutually beneficial processes of
traditional learning communities in virtual social contexts and
builds virtual educational communities, but also allows such
virtual educational communities to incorporate the benefits
of social networking (Junco et al., 2011). Social network-
based virtual educational communities promote the natural
occurrence of cognitive behaviors, but also have the rapidity
and linguistic nature of interactive communication, which
encourages interaction among community members in terms
of knowledge collaboration, resource sharing, and experience
exchange, effectively advancing learners’ cognitive behaviors in
the learning process.

A core component of traditional communities is a sense of
belonging to a group. In a community there is a sentiment
that members are attached to the group and to each other
and share a common belief that their needs can be met
through the obligation of members to be together (Xu and
Wang, 2007). Educational virtual communities, on the other
hand, describe groups of learners who share common learning
interests on the Internet. Because the construction of virtual
educational communities is both related to network and software
technologies (Sun and Gao, 2008) and inextricably linked to
interpersonal interactions, a deeper understanding of virtual
educational communities is advocated through both technical
and social levels; from the technical level, virtual educational
communities present learners’ psychological experiences that
are mediated by communicative media devices, which is a
technical phenomenon; from the social level, virtual educational
communities also embody communicative interactions among
groups of learners, which is a social phenomenon. Therefore,
compared to traditional learning communities, elements of
virtual educational communities include not only a sense of
belonging to a group of learners and common goals, but
also network technologies and interactive behaviors based on
network technologies.

Sense of Virtual Community
The sense of virtual community has long been a hot
topic of academic and practical attention as a description
of members’ subjective feelings toward a specific virtual
community. Studies have shown that sense of virtual community
can motivate community members to actively participate in
community activities, promote collaboration among virtual
community members, increase knowledge and information

sharing among community members, convert non-online
activities of community members into online activities, and
increase loyalty of e-commerce consumers (Koh and Kim,
2003; Blanchard and Markus, 2004). First, the positive impact
of sense of virtual community on social support, sense of
virtual community is an important mechanism for people’s
behavioral responses when faced with input or political
mobilization pressure in online environments (Wang, 2010;
Daffern et al., 2021). Obst and Stafurik (2010) found that in
virtual communities, online community support and a sense of
community existed among members, and that by participating
in virtual community members could receive moral support and
personal advice. In other words, a strong sense of community
will predict higher levels of mobilization and intention to act
if mobilization pressure from online groups is consistent with
the beliefs and values that individuals possess (Tsai et al., 2012).
Second, the sense of virtual community has greater explanatory
power for trust. Sense of virtual community plays an active
role in promoting mutual trust among community members,
and trust among members is an important impact outcome
of sense of virtual community (Blanchard et al., 2011). That
is, members’ community feelings reinforce their beliefs about
the trustworthiness of other community members; at the same
time, the presence and adherence to norms in the virtual
community leads to a stronger sense of virtual community
and ultimately to a strong sense of trust in other members of
the online community. In addition, Tsai et al. (2011) studied
the effects of technology acceptance factors and social factors
on online group purchasing and showed that sense of virtual
community can lead to positive outcomes such as increased
satisfaction, increased community communication, increased
trust, and increased social interaction. In addition, the sense
of virtual community has a facilitating effect on sustained
engagement (Chai and Kim, 2012).

As a complex construct and a rather novel direction of
research, many scholars have defined the multidimensional
concept of sense of virtual community. Roberts et al. (2002)
explored the sense of virtual community in chat rooms, and
they found through their qualitative study that the virtual
communities they examined, although different from face-to-face
communities, members still experience a sense of community
similar to that defined by McMillan and Chavis (1986). Among
them, Koh and Kim’s (2003) view is the most representative and
widely accepted. They argue that sense of virtual community
is a sense of belonging to the community, a feeling between
members and between members and the community, and a
shared belief that members’ needs will be met. Sense of virtual
community in the context of educational virtual community
is expressed in the dimensions of membership, influence, and
immersion (Koh and Kim, 2003). Specifically, membership
reflects community members’ sense of belonging to the virtual
community; influence refers to community members’ perception
of influencing and being influenced by others; and immersion
refers to the amount of time and energy community members
spend in the community beyond the usual level, describing a
degree of community involvement. Based on existing studies
(Tsai et al., 2011, 2012; Chen et al., 2013; Han et al., 2016),
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this study argues that sense of virtual community is essential
to the establishment and development of virtual communities
and not only shows a significant contribution to affective
bonding, but also can be considered as a key antecedent
to integration into virtual communities. The sense of virtual
community given to members by the educational virtual
community can drive the achievement of this high level of
emotional bonding.

RESEARCH MODEL AND HYPOTHESES

Sense of Virtual Community and
Affective Commitment
It has been shown that membership is often used to
explain the willingness and commitment of users of virtual
communities to maintain long-term relationships with virtual
communities (Dholakia et al., 2004). Previous studies have
found that membership is an important antecedent factor
that influences active participation of community members.
For example, Hsu and Lin (2008) found that membership
motivated members to be more active in writing blog content,
giving feedback on their product suggestions, and actively
promoting the product. In educational virtual communities,
membership is related to the degree of affective commitment
of members. Hashim and Tan (2015) argue that focusing on
affective commitment, the empirical results based on online
business communities show that affective commitment makes
consumers see themselves as "hosts" of the community and
thus more willing to share knowledge and spread brand-
related information. Membership is an important factor
in maintaining the relationship between members and the
educational virtual community, which helps to stimulate
members’ interest in the community. Membership is an
important factor in maintaining the relationship between
members and the educational virtual community, and is
conducive to a high level of affective commitment to the
community (Zhou et al., 2012). Obviously, it can be judged
from this that the membership of the online educational
virtual community has an influential role on the user
affective commitment.

Research suggests that influence is seen as an important
antecedent to affective commitment. Influence is often present
in the specific educational virtual community in which members
live and is seen by members as a specific partnering resource
that can help them achieve their community goals. The
emotional relationships and affective attitudes among members
of the educational virtual community allow the relationship
between members and the educational virtual community to
develop from independent individual relationships to group
relationships, and to generate attachment and identification
with the educational virtual community. In the educational
virtual community, influence is a mechanism that sustains
the long-lasting relationship between the educational virtual
community and its members, and the high prestige that
members receive through their contribution is a spiritual
reward that keeps their high level of affective commitment to

the educational virtual community. The greater the influence
of members in an educational virtual community, the more
likely they are to become attached (Dennis et al., 2016).
In other words, the influences of the members of the
educational virtual community are positively related to their
affective commitment to the educational virtual community.
Furthermore, in an educational virtual community, influence is
an embedded human resource that exists within the member’s
relationship with that community and is difficult to be replicated
to other educational virtual communities and is completely
lost when the member leaves the community (Tiwana and
Bush, 2005). Therefore, the greater the member influence,
the greater the tendency to generate high levels of affective
commitment to the educational virtual community. Clearly, it
can be judged that the online educational virtual community
influence has an impact on user affective commitment has an
influential role.

It was found that immersion implies that members invest
time and energy in the virtual community beyond the norm.
On the one hand, the high level of time and energy invested
by educational virtual community members leads to positive
attitudes toward the community (Zhou et al., 2012). In other
words, immersion leads to a high level of affective commitment
to educational virtual community. Dai and Salam (2014) argue
that the interaction between members in the virtual environment,
as well as between members and service providers, is very
frequent, and the interaction that members The immersive
experience that members feel during this interaction is even
more influential in their choice of service provider and the
level of affective commitment. On the other hand, the time and
effort that members invest in the educational virtual community
is a sunk cost, and only by paying this cost is it possible
to build relationships with other members in the educational
virtual community. In order to avoid the cost loss, members will
have a high level of affective commitment to the educational
virtual community (Dai and Salam, 2014). In other words,
members of the educational virtual community maintain their
relationship with the educational virtual community through
affective commitment out of consideration for the benefits
they pay. Obviously, it can be judged from this that the
immersion of the online educational virtual community has
an influential role on users’ affective commitment. Based on
the aforementioned arguments, this study hypothesizes the
following:

Hypothesis 1: There is a positive relationship between sense
of virtual community and affective commitment.

Hypothesis 1a: There is a positive relationship between
membership and affective commitment.

Hypothesis 1b: There is a positive relationship between
influence and affective commitment.

Hypothesis 1c: There is a positive relationship between
immersion and affective commitment.
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Affective Commitment and User
Engagement
Affective commitment is a key component of commitment
and is an important topic in the field of social exchange
and marketing as an important factor influencing long-
term relationships (Lee et al., 2018; Sun, 2021). In their
study of organizational commitment, Meyer and Allen (1991)
considered affective commitment as the tendency of employees
to identify with, commit to, and emotionally attach to the
organization and thus psychological tendency to become
supportive of the organization. It has been shown that
members engage in community activities because they feel
a strong emotional connection to the community (Chang
and Chuang, 2011), and that this emotional experience also
generates strong user engagement (Ahn and Back, 2018).
In an educational virtual community, affective commitment
is a physical emotion, a positive psychological disposition
formed by members being involved in a virtual community
and participating in the activities of that virtual community
(Schulten and Schaefer, 2015). Affective commitment reflects
a membership mind-set that emphasizes a willingness to
contribute to the achievement of community goals (Bateman
et al., 2011). When members of an educational virtual
community interact with an educational virtual community,
they generate positive emotions toward that educational virtual
community, and this emotion induces the user’s affective
commitment, which in turn influences members to interact
and integrate again with the educational virtual community
(Casaló et al., 2008; Jayasingh, 2019), and user engagement
is the best expression of interaction between members and
the educational virtual community is the best expression
of interaction between members and the educational virtual
community. Therefore, when members develop a high level of
affective commitment to the educational virtual community,
they are induced to develop a high level of inclusion behavior.
In other words, the emotional connection and relational
commitment between consumers and the educational virtual
community positively contribute to the formation of user
engagement. Apparently, effective commitment determines the
level of integration achieved by members. Brodie et al.’s
(2013) study pointed out that harmonious and friendly
relationships are potential antecedents of integration and
important value outcomes of integration and prerequisites
for achieving higher levels of integration behaviors, and
effective commitment is a reflection of harmonious and
friendly relationships between members and the effective
commitment is a reflection of the harmonious and friendly
relationship between members and the educational virtual
community. Obviously, it can be reasoned that affective
commitment has a positive influence on user engagement
educational virtual community. As such, this study expects
that brand identity will drive consumers to attain higher
purchase intention.

Hypothesis 2: There is a positive relationship between
affective commitment and user engagement.

Mediating Role of Affective Commitment
Sense of virtual community can influence affective commitment
in a general sense and promote user engagement, so effective
commitment plays a mediating role in the relationship
between sense of virtual community and user engagement.
In educational virtual communities, affective commitment
reflects the behavioral intention of members to establish and
maintain long-term relationships with the virtual community
(Chang and Chuang, 2011), implying that consumers are
attached to the educational virtual community (Yang et al.,
2014). When members form a high level of affective commitment
to the educational virtual community, they not only maintain
and support the activities organized by the educational
virtual community (Casaló et al., 2008), but also make virtual
community, they will also engage in integration behaviors such
as advocacy (Shukla et al., 2016), advocacy (Sashi, 2012), and
loyalty. High levels of affective commitment cannot be formed
without the experience brought to consumers by the educational
virtual community and consumers’ feelings about the formation
of the virtual community (Jang et al., 2008; Shen et al., 2018).
Clearly, affective commitment plays a mediating variable in
the relationship between sense of virtual community and user
engagement in educational virtual community.

First, when members develop membership in the educational
virtual community, it induces a sense of obligation to the
community, and consumers see themselves as part of the
educational virtual community, and user engagement becomes
an active behavior. Second, the greater the influence of the
educational virtual community, the more members tend to
occupy the central position of the educational virtual community,
and the stronger the emotional connection to the educational
virtual community, and the more likely they are to generate
The greater the community influence, the more members
tend to occupy the central position of the educational virtual
community, the stronger the emotional connection to the
educational virtual community, and the more likely to generate
affective commitment and further generate high levels of
user engagement. Third, when members participate in more
community activities and immerse themselves in the educational
virtual community, they will acquire richer knowledge and
experience through these activities and become the object
of consultation by other community members, and they will
have stronger affective commitment to the educational virtual
community as well as other members. This leads to positive
user engagement behaviors, such as solving problems for other
members and the educational virtual community.

Obviously, membership creates a high level of affirmation of
the educational virtual community, and in order to maintain this
good relationship, the members concerned will actively promote
the development of the educational virtual community and
collaborate in its operation in order to strengthen the integration
of the educational virtual community (Cheng and Guo, 2015).
Influence makes the time and energy spent by members on the
educational virtual community an asset, and this asset creates a
lock-in effect, i.e., members’ immersion in the educational virtual
community makes it difficult for them to leave and continue
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to create value for the educational virtual community. Thus,
in educational virtual communities, sense of virtual community
has an impact on inclusion because sense of virtual community
creates a connection. In other words, there is a mediating variable
between sense of virtual community and user engagement, i.e.,
affective commitment. Comprehensive analysis of the above, this
study thus hypothesizes:

Hypothesis 3: The affective commitment mediates the
relationship between sense of virtual community and
user engagement.

Hypothesis 3a: The affective commitment mediates the
relationship between membership and user engagement.

Hypothesis 3b: The affective commitment mediates the
relationship between influence and user engagement.

Hypothesis 3c: The affective commitment mediates the
relationship between immersion and user engagement.

Moderating Role of Perceived Support
Perceived support is the degree to which Individuals perceive that
the company cares about them and values their contributions
(Bettencourt, 1997). Organizational support theory suggests that
a company must support and help its employees adequately if it
wants them to contribute voluntarily (Chen and Liao, 2006; Yang
et al., 2009). The higher the perception of organizational support
employees feel, the better the relationship between the employee
and the organization, and the more effective commitment will be
significantly enhanced (Meyer and Smith, 2000). Social exchange
theory states that individuals tend to take positive actions in
return for positive treatment from the giver (Surma, 2016).
Therefore, when users perceive that the educational virtual
community is working hard to give them a perfect experience,
they will also take positive actions, such as generating user
engagement, for the educational virtual community to achieve
better development and profitability. As a result, perceived
support makes users feel positive about the educational virtual
community, and the stronger the perceived support is, the more
it stimulates users’ sense of ownership and responsibility, and the
more it makes them willing to do "voluntary." The stronger the
perceived support is, the more it stimulates a sense of ownership
and responsibility, and the more willing users are to engage in
voluntary behavior. When users perceive that their interests are
valued or cared for by the company, they will take the initiative
to pay attention to the future development of the company and
make contributions accordingly (Wu, 2011).

Research has been conducted to examine the impact of user-
generated affective commitment on user behavior. Yin and Zhang
(2020) showed that promoting affective commitment positively
influences user citizenship behavior; compared to low levels of
perceived support, high levels of perceived support enhances
the positive impact of affective commitment on user behavior
compared to low perceived support. The results of this study
not only provide a theoretical basis for the relationship between
affective commitment and user behavior, but also provide
practical insights for companies and related managers, as well

as evidence for the moderating role of perceived support. Based
on this, when users perceive a higher sense of support from the
educational virtual community, they feel that the educational
virtual community values and recognizes them, which makes
them feel emotionally satisfied and fond of the educational
virtual community they are in, thus gaining a sense of belonging
and dependence and prompting them to make consumption
behaviors. In addition, the perceived support also triggers the
users’ affective commitment, in which the users’ incorporation of
the target object is enhanced, which in turn leads to consumption
intention. Based on the above analysis, this study inferred that
perceived support has a moderating role in the influence of
affective commitment on user engagement.

Hypothesis 4: Perceived support plays a positive moderating
role between affective commitment and user engagement.

The research model for this study is shown in Figure 1.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
In this study, "LiZhi Microclass" is used as the subject of the
survey, because "LiZhi Microclass" is a high-end education virtual
platform and a search consumer product, and consumers usually
consider many factors when making decisions, thus prompting
them to learn about the integrated educational virtual community
and its enterprises through various channels, and the information
related to the sense of educational virtual community may enter
the knowledge structure and cognitive scope of consumers.
"LiZhi Microclass" is a live online training platform based on
WeChat, which is the most popular online training platform in
history. It is also an online education platform that attracts web
celebrity lecturers to share their knowledge, supports 100,000
people online at the same time, reviews past content at any time,
smoothly and without restrictions, and makes knowledge transfer
more convenient. There are five major modes: ppt + voice
interactive, graphic+voice interactive, video+voice interactive,
video recording, audio recording. Obviously, "Lychee Microclass"
is a typical representative of educational virtual community. In
addition, as a domestic industry with relatively large growth
potential, if the findings of this study can be supported by the
data of "LiZhi Microclass," it can in turn provide management
suggestions for the marketing activities of the educational virtual
community companies. In this study, online questionnaires were
distributed to users through the "private chat" function of "LiZhi
Microclass," and online questionnaires were distributed to users
of "LiZhi Microclass" through social channels such as WeChat
and forums, with rewards in the form of RMB 5 for completing
the questionnaires. The questionnaire survey of this study started
from September 2021 and ended in February 2022, which lasted
for 6 months, and 430 questionnaires were finally collected, of
which 53 were invalid (i.e., questionnaires that selected "have not
used LiZhi Microclass", checked the same option for the main
question, and had inconsistent answers to questions), and 377
were valid. The valid questionnaire rate was 87.67%. Table 1
shows the demographic characteristics of the valid sample.
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FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.

Measures
To ensure the content validity of the variables and their
measurement items, existing established scales should be used
directly or adapted to measure each variable in the research

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistical analysis.

Variables Item Frequency % Cumulative%

Gender Male 186 49.3 49.0

Female 191 50.7 100.0

Age (year) 19 or less 11 2.9 2.9

20∼29 165 43.8 46.7

30∼39 147 39.0 85.7

40∼49 41 10.9 96.6

50 or above 13 3.4 100.0

Marriage Married 227 60.2 60.2

Unmarried 147 39.0 99.2

Divorce 3 0.8 100.0

Professions Student 60 15.9 15.9

Freelance 25 6.6 22.5

Executive in private enterprise 115 30.5 53.1

Civil servant 155 41.1 94.2

Clerk in state owned enterprise 18 4.8 98.9

Executive in private enterprise 4 1.1 100.0

Education College and blow 53 14.1 14.1

Undergraduate 288 76.4 90.5

Master’s degree and above 36 9.5 100.0

Consumption
(RMB)

Below 2,000 36 9.5 9.5

2,000∼3,999 65 17.2 26.8

4,000∼5,999 91 24.1 50.9

6,000 or more 185 49.1 100.0

Continuous use
time (year)

Less than 1 62 16.4 16.4

1∼2 162 43.0 59.4

Over 3 153 40.6 100.0

model as much as possible. To this end, all of the constructs in
the conceptual model of this study were drawn from previously
developed measurement scales and were measured using a 7-
point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly disagree/strongly
agree” and “very unimportant/very important. The measurement
items were all appropriately textualized from the original
literature based on the context in which this study was
conducted. See Table 2 for details of the measurement scales
used in this paper.

Data Analysis Methods
This paper examines the impact of sense of virtual community
on user engagement in the context of educational virtual
community, with the main objective of extending the existing
sense of virtual community to new application areas. As such,
it is a validation study, suitable for data analysis by means of
structural equation modeling (SEM). More importantly, SEM
has rigid restrictions on the number of samples and whether
they obey multivariate normal distribution, which facilitates the
analysis of structural relationships between multiple independent
and dependent variables. Obviously, it is more appropriate to use
Amos 24.0 statistical software to test the data in this paper.

DATA ANALYSIS RESULTS

Measurement Model Analysis
This study evaluates and revises the Confirmatory Factor Analysis
(CFA) measurement model based on a two-stage model (Kline,
2011). Currently, academics generally agree with the approach of
Anderson and Gerbing (1988). That is, CFA should report Factor
Loading, Cronbach’s Alpha, Composite Reliability (CR), and
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for all variables, and only after
these metrics pass the test can structural models be evaluated.
Specifically, Factor Loading > 0.50, Cronbach’s Alpha > 0.70,
CR > 0.60, and AVE > 0.50 (Fornell and Larcker, 1981;
Anderson and Gerbing, 1988; Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994;
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TABLE 2 | Variables and measurement item.

Variables Items References

Membership MEM1. I feel as if I belong to the LiZhi Microclass. Koh and Kim, 2003; Chou et al., 2016

MEM2. I sense my membership in the LiZhi Microclass.

MEM3. I feel as if the LiZhi Microclass members are my close friends.

MEM4. I like the members in the LiZhi Microclass.

Influence INF1. I am well-known as a member of the LiZhi Microclass. Koh and Kim, 2003; Chou et al., 2016

INF2. I feel that I control other members in the LiZhi Microclass.

INF3. My postings in the LiZhi Microclass are often reviewed by other members.

INF4. Replies to my postings appear in the LiZhi Microclass frequently.

Immersion IMM1. I spend much time online in the LiZhi Microclass. Koh and Kim, 2003; Chou et al., 2016

IMM2. I spend more time than I expected navigating the LiZhi Microclass.

IMM3. I feel as if I am addicted to the LiZhi Microclass.

IMM4. I have missed classes or work because of the LiZhi Microclass activities.

Affective commitment AC1. When I use LiZhi Microclass, I immerse myself unconsciously. Yang et al., 2021

AC2. I have a deep affection for the LiZhi Microclass.

AC3. LiZhi Microclass gives me a strong sense of belonging.

AC4. The LiZhi Microclass is very attractive to me.

Perceived support PS1. The LiZhi Microclass strongly considers my needs and wants. Wu, 2011

PS2. Help is available from LiZhi Microclass when I have a problem.

PS3. The LiZhi Microclass tries to provide the best service possible.

PS4. The LiZhi Microclass is willing to help me when I have a special request.

User engagement CE1. Whenever I have to use educational virtual community, I usually use LiZhi Microclass. Brodie et al., 2013; Hollebeek et al., 2014

CE2. I am passionate about the LiZhi Microclass.

CE3. I love the LiZhi Microclass.

CE4. I am excited when using the LiZhi Microclass.

Hair et al., 2017), then the measurement model has good
convergence validity. The results of the CFA are shown in Table 3.
Among them, factor loadings of all dimensions are between 0.614
and 0.931, Cronbach’s Alpha is between 0.814 and 0.866, and CR
is between 0.818 and 0.865. AVE is between 0.531 and 0.625,
indicating that each construct has good convergence validity.

Table 4 reports the Discriminant validity for the measurement
model, the square roots of the AVE are reproduced on the
diagonal. Discriminant validity is the extent to which the measure
is not a reflection of some other variables. It is indicated by low
correlations between the measure of interest and the measures
of other constructs. This study has examined discriminant
validity using Fornell and Larcker (1981)’s recommendation
that the square root of the average variance extracted for each
construct should be higher than the correlations between it and
all other constructs. Table 4 shows that the squared root of
average variance extracted for each construct is greater than
the correlations between the constructs and all other constructs.
The results support Fornell and Larcker (1981)’ requirement of
discriminant validity.

Structural Model Analysis
In a previous study, they found in 194 papers of international
academic journals, there are nine most commonly reported
model fit indices (Jackson et al., 2009). As suggested by Jackson
et al. (2009), MLχ2, DF, Normed Chi-sqr (χ2/DF), RMSEA,
SRMR, TLI (NNFI), CFI, GFI, and AGFI are the common metrics
used to test the fit of research models. In SEM analysis, if the

sample size is larger than 200, it will cause chi-square to inflate
leading to decreased model fit (Bollen and Stine, 1992). This study
used Bollen-Stine Bootstrap to corrected SEM chi-square. After
Bollen-Stine bootstrapping correction, the model fits indices fit
all the criteria of suggestions as Table 5 shown.

The path coefficients are shown in Table 6. Membership
(MEM) (β = 0.269, p-value < 0.001), Influence (INF)
(β = 0.237, p-value < 0.001) and Immersion (IMM) (β = 0.314,
p-value < 0.001), are positively associated with affective
commitment (AC). Therefore, hypothesis 1a, hypothesis 1b,
and hypothesis 1c are verified. Affective commitment (AC)
(β = 0.449, p-value < 0.001) is positively associated with user
engagement (UE). Therefore, hypothesis 2 is verified.

The results of the indirect effect analysis are shown in Table 7.
In this study, structural equation modeling was used to analyze
the indirect effect using Bootstrap estimation technique, and
then the significant level of the indirect effect was further
calculated. The indirect effect of membership (MEM) on user
engagement (UE) is 0.084. At the 95% confidence level, "0" does
not include the Bias-corrected 95% confidence interval range, the
z-value > 1.96, and the p-value < 0.05. Therefore, there is an
indirect effect exists. In the same analytical approach, the results
of the study show that H3a, H3b, and H3c are significant.

The moderating effects are reported in Table 8. In the present
study, perceived support (PS) is the moderating variable. The
results of structural equation modeling have been shown that
the moderator effect of affective commitment (AC) × perceived
support (PS) on user engagement (UE) is 0.083 (z = | 3.524|
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TABLE 3 | Confirmatory factor analysis.

Variables Items Factor
loadings

Cronbach’s
alpha

CR AVE

Membership MEM1 0.677 0.866 0.865 0.618

MEM2 0.784

MEM3 0.841

MEM4 0.832

Influence INF1 0.872 0.852 0.860 0.608

INF2 0.741

INF3 0.807

INF4 0.686

Immersion IMM1 0.697 0.814 0.818 0.531

IMM2 0.616

IMM3 0.790

IMM4 0.797

Affective commitment AC1 0.651 0.852 0.853 0.596

AC2 0.716

AC3 0.843

AV4 0.858

user engagement UE1 0.614 0.858 0.865 0.625

UE2 0.633

UE3 0.926

UE4 0.931

Perceived support PS1 0.812 0.854 0.854 0.596

PS2 0.841

PS3 0.751

PS4 0.674

> 1.96, p-value < 0.001), implying the presence of a positive
moderating effect of perceived support (PS) on the relationship
between affective commitment (AC) and user engagement (UE).
Specifically, the slope of affective commitment (AC) on user
engagement (UE) increases positively by 0.083 units for each 1-
unit increase in the moderating variable perceived support (PS).
That is, perceived support (PS) has a positive moderating effect.
Therefore, hypothesis 4 is verified.

RESEARCH AND DISCUSSION

Findings and Discussion
First, the results of data analysis showed that sense of
virtual community had a positive effect on affective
commitment. The findings are consistent with the studies

of Tiwana and Bush (2005), Hsu and Lin (2008), Zhou et al.
(2012), Dai and Salam (2014), Hashim and Tan (2015),
and Dennis et al. (2016). Zhao et al. (2012) showed that
sense of virtual community has a significant effect on both
knowledge acquisition and willingness to share knowledge,
and the effect on the latter exceeds the effect on the former.
Welboume et al. (2013) also found that due to the presence
of members’ sense of attachment and responsibility, sense
of virtual community may lead to sustained participation of
community members. Especially when the presence of learning
leaders in the community, teachers’ knowledge base, evaluation
methods, the community’s resource base, platform features,
learning facilities, and fast and slow internet speeds stimulate
members’ membership, influence and immersion, it is more
likely to stimulate consumers’ affective commitment to the
educational virtual community. In addition, the harmonious
relationships among community members, interactions in the
community, emotional connections in the community, respect
in the community, and sense of belonging in the community
have a great impact on the affective tendencies of members
in the educational virtual community. Therefore, the stronger
the sense of virtual community created in the educational
virtual community, the more practical benefits it provides to
its members, and the more it motivates users to have affective
commitment to the educational virtual community.

Second, the results of the data analysis indicate that
affective commitment has a positive and positive effect on user
engagement. The results of the study are consistent with the
logical reasoning of Casaló et al. (2008); Brodie et al. (2013),
Schulten and Schaefer (2015), and Jayasingh (2019). Emotion is
a prerequisite for the experience of the existence of educational
virtual community. Emotional response and user engagement are
highly correlated, and user engagement is not a construct separate
from emotional response, but actually a subjective psychological
state of being involved, occupied, completely attracted, and
fully absorbed by the educational virtual community, which can
produce a specific attraction or repulsion for similar products.
Members’ affective commitment is a psychological representation
of their need for online learning, and the degree of need is related
to the strength of integration. Values are members’ judgments
about their learning needs and motivate them to choose what
they think is important or valuable. In educational virtual
communities, active choice is better than passive acceptance
for members, and the duration of online learning, the effort
of assignments or tasks, and the value of activities have a

TABLE 4 | Discriminant validity for the measurement model.

Variables Mean SD AVE 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Membership 4.607 1.197 0.618 0.786

2. Influence 3.889 1.210 0.608 0.437 0.780

3. Immersion 4.221 1.073 0.531 0.523 0.538 0.729

4. Affective commitment 4.932 1.126 0.596 0.533 0.526 0.585 0.772

5. User engagement 5.529 0.871 0.625 0.307 0.226 0.261 0.446 0.791

6. Perceived support 4.405 1.181 0.596 0.357 0.271 0.516 0.471 0.219 0.772

The diagonal value is the square root of AVE.
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TABLE 5 | Model fit criteria and the test results.

Model fit Criteria Model fit of
research model

χ2 The small the better 201.793

DF The large the better 163

Normed Chi-square(χ2/DF) 1 < χ2/DF < 3 1.248

RMSEA <0.08 0.025

SRMR <0.08 0.023

TLI (NNFI) >0.9 0.989

CFI >0.9 0.991

GFI >0.9 0.955

AGFI >0.9 0.937

TABLE 6 | Regression coefficient.

Hypothesis Unstd.
coefficient

S.E. Z-value Std.
coefficient

P-value

Hypothesis 1a: MEM->AC 0.247 0.058 4.232 0.269 ***

Hypothesis 1b: INF->AC 0.206 0.055 3.750 0.237 ***

Hypothesis 1c: IMM->AC 0.299 0.068 4.386 0.314 ***

Hypothesis 2: AC->UE 0.339 0.050 6.768 0.449 ***

***P-value < 0.001; MEM, membership; INF, influence; IMM, immersion; AC,
affective commitment; UE, user engagement.

TABLE 7 | The analysis of indirect effect.

Indirect effect Path coefficient Bootstrap 1,000 times

Bias-corrected 95% Percentile 95%

Lower
bound

Upper
bound

Lower
bound

Upper
bound

MEM→AC→UE 0.084 0.032 0.175 0.032 0.174

INF→AC→UE 0.070 0.026 0.122 0.025 0.119

IMM→AC→UE 0.101 0.046 0.167 0.041 0.158

MEM, membership; INF, influence; IMM, immersion, AC, affective commitment; UE,
user engagement.

significant impact on the integration of members. Therefore,
effective commitment plays an important role in the formation
and development of user engagement, and there is a positive
correlation between the two, and without a certain degree of
effective commitment, it is impossible to successfully build
an educational virtual community. Without a certain level of
effective commitment, it is impossible to successfully build an
educational virtual community.

Third, the results of data analysis indicate that affective
commitment has mediating utility in the relationship between
sense of virtual community and user engagement. The findings
are consistent with the logical reasoning of Jang et al. (2008);
Chang and Chuang (2011), Yang et al. (2014); Cheng and
Guo (2015), and Shen et al. (2018). In educational virtual
communities, member behavior is driven more by emotions
than by interests. The social nature possessed by emotional
responses is a necessary factor for the construction of virtual

TABLE 8 | The analysis of moderating effect.

Dependent
variable (DV)

Independent
variable (IV)

Path
coefficient (β)

S.E. Z-value P-value

UE AC 0.345 0.052 6.605 ***

PS 0.054 0.040 1.362 ns

AC × PC 0.083 0.023 3.524 ***

UE, user engagement; AC, affective commitment; PS, perceived support.
***P-value < 0.001; ns, non-significant.

educational communities. In virtual educational communities,
user engagement behavior represents the intention of members
to socialize with others; affective commitment constructs and
determines the degree of relationship and socialization with
others and presents the response tendency of sense of virtual
community. Specifically, in a virtual educational community,
the sense of virtual community among members has a strong
emotional orientation, and there is a strong connection between
the sense of virtual community of members and the emotions
they invest in learning. At the same time, users with emotional
attachment have an ongoing desire to maintain relationships and
bind themselves to the educational virtual community based on
this willingness to become integrated into it. The higher the
participation behavior of members in the virtual educational
community, especially the participation behavior with positive
emotions, the higher the perception of learning behavior and the
higher the degree of user engagement. Therefore, the mediating
effect of affective commitment is significant.

Fourth, the results of the data analysis indicate that perceived
support has a moderating utility in the relationship between
affective commitment and user engagement. The findings
are inconsistent with the logical reasoning of Casaló et al.
(2008); Brodie et al. (2013), Schulten and Schaefer (2015),
and Jayasingh (2019) perceived support did not negatively
moderate the relationship between affective commitment and
user engagement. This may be due to the fact that in educational
virtual communities, managers (e.g., teachers) strengthen user
engagement through active participation, effective guidance, and
moderate praise or encouragement of members. In other words,
educational virtual communities reduce the negative effects
caused by perceived support through corresponding. In other
words, the educational virtual community reduces the negative
effects of perceived support through appropriate organizational
and managerial activities. Thus, perceived support, as an anxiety
and concern of consumers in the educational virtual community,
although inevitably hinder user engagement and the impact of
effective commitment on consumer. However, the value created
by the educational virtual community enables consumers to
find like-minded friends and achieve optimized psychological
needs in the educational virtual community, generating high
levels of user engagement and offsetting the impact of perceived
support in this process. The value created by educational virtual
communities allows consumers to find like-minded friends and
achieve optimized psychological needs in educational virtual
communities, generating high levels of user engagement and
offsetting the negative impact of perceived support in the process.
In addition, the effect of the educational virtual community’s
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timely organization of offline gatherings of learners on the
integration of members in the educational virtual community
is extremely significant, which is the main reason for the
insignificant moderating effect of perceived support.

Theoretical Contributions
First, this study constructs a research model of the relationship
between sense of virtual community, effective commitment,
and user engagement. The findings of this study continue
and corroborate the previous research on the behavior of
educational virtual community members. As Casaló et al.
(2008) points out, in the absence of real interaction, sense of
virtual community is crucial to the formation and development
of effective commitment. In educational virtual communities,
effective commitment is a long-term mechanism for building
relationships between members and the community, and the
formation of such a mechanism cannot be achieved without the
company’s community building. Sense of virtual community, as a
subjective feeling of members toward the community, is the key
to the formation and development of member commitment.

Second, user engagement, as a deeper and more meaningful
manifestation of user-enterprise relationship orientation, is
fundamentally different from the previous consumer psychology
and behavior of merely being loyal to a brand and repeatedly
buying branded products and services. Although scholars have
begun to focus on the mechanisms of user engagement in virtual
environments, their research has been limited to the interaction
between firms and consumers. In fact, the formation of user
engagement involves not only enterprises but also the perception
of proposed authenticity given by the community to its members.
This paper draws on the idea of social proximity theory to study
the specific mechanism of sense of virtual community on the
formation of user engagement, which provides a new idea for the
study of the formation process of user engagement.

Third, this paper further enriches the study of affective
commitment. Most of the previous studies on educational virtual
community are based on member participation level, and the
research models are scattered and lack theoretical foundation.
The important concept of affective commitment originates from
the field of organizational behavior. It has been pointed out
that affective commitment is an enabler to motivate members’
participation (Cheng and Guo, 2015). As a powerful contractual
force, affective commitment is the link between members and the
educational virtual community. This study not only explores the
impact of effective commitment on user engagement, but also
further investigates the mediating role of effective commitment
in the relationship between sense of virtual community and
user engagement. This study has a certain reference value
for enriching and developing academic theoretical research on
educational virtual community at home and abroad, and also
has a certain guiding role for related companies to improve the
governance strategy of educational virtual community.

Practical Implications
First, managers should focus on cultivating a good perception
of educational virtual community among consumers. The sense
of virtual community formed by consumers in educational

virtual community has an impact on consumers’ attitudes
and behaviors. In building, developing, and maintaining
educational virtual communities, managers should pay attention
to empowering consumers with good perceptions of educational
virtual communities. Administrators should pay more attention
to the management of virtual communities and try to create a
good community atmosphere. When building educational virtual
community, create a perfect information exchange mechanism
for members, build a powerful network platform, and create
conditions for communication among members. From the results
of the study, managers should especially focus on fostering
membership, and actively organize various activities for close
communication among members so that they can develop a sense
of membership to the community. In addition, certain feedback
mechanisms should be designed to enhance the influence and
immersion of community members. For example, for influence,
this study can set up membership level privileges to strengthen
members’ perception of influence; for immersion, this study
can set up a check-in mechanism to increase the frequency of
members’ visits to the community.

Second, managers should not ignore the expression of
consumers’ attitudes in the educational virtual community. The
results of this paper show that consumers’ affective commitment
to educational virtual community connects consumers’ user
engagement. Therefore, establishing a reasonable attitude
expression mechanism and strengthening consumers’ affective
attitude expression influence the development and prosperity of
educational virtual community’s development and prosperity.
Administrators should focus on maintaining the emotional
connection between members and the community, so that
members see it as their duty to create content. When managing
an educational virtual community, it is important to create
a "family" culture. For example, this study should set up a
self-governance mechanism for the community members so that
they can manage themselves. This study should also support
virtual and physical interactions between members with high
level online and offline technology development teams to
provide a good communication space for members. In addition,
strengthening the offline interactions of the educational virtual
community should not be overlooked. For example, you can
invite some members to visit companies and send greetings on
holidays to strengthen the emotional connection with members.

Third, managers should be aware of the influence of
some weighting factors on the behavior of educational virtual
community consumers and adopt different strategies for different
user groups. For members with high level of perceived
support, they should highlight the mechanism of fostering
their effective commitment, not only encouraging members and
other community members to form a high level of effective
commitment through continuous interaction, but also focusing
on cultivating the effective commitment of community members
In order to establish the unique values and cultural atmosphere
of the educational virtual community, this study should establish
clear boundaries between the educational virtual community
and other similar communities, consolidate and maintain the
effective commitment of users, and promote user engagement
with the educational virtual community. In addition, managers
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should pay attention to stimulate members to voluntarily carry
out activities that focus on the brand community, as well as to
assist in the operation of the community platform and actively
disseminate brand products and other specific behaviors, such
as word-of-mouth communication, recommendations, feedback,
and evaluation, etc., reflecting the intimate relationship between
members’ self-concept and the brand community, thereby
strengthening the competitive advantage of the educational
virtual community. This strengthens the competitive advantage
of the educational virtual community. For example, managers
can also convert the points and experiences accumulated by
consumers in the community into vouchers for purchasing
products, and further expand the scope of application of the
educational virtual community, such as helping its members
to solve problems outside the community, and continuously
increase the benefits that members can obtain in the educational
virtual community. The benefits that members can obtain in the
educational virtual community will be continuously increased.

Research Limitations and Future
Research Directions
On the one hand, in the sample of this study, the
representativeness of the sample in terms of education and
marriage needs to be further enhanced. Although this study
strictly follows the analysis in strict accordance with the
requirements of the questionnaire survey as well as the empirical
research, there is a bias in the sample source for higher education
and married, which may reduce the generalizability of the study
findings. Considering the possible differences in perceptions
of the connotations of sense of virtual community among
different marital and educational groups, it is possible that
there are different predictions of the effects of sense of virtual
community on behavior based on different users. Therefore,
future studies can expand the scope of data collection, consider
the representation of gender and education in the sample, and
conduct structural equation modeling studies with larger samples
to enhance the generalizability of the findings.

On the other hand, in the study of the impact of sense of
virtual community on user engagement, this study explored the

mediating role of affective commitment and the moderating
role of perceived support. Although affective commitment and
perceived support play an important research value in the
relationship between sense of virtual community and user
engagement, the mediating and moderating variables that affect
sense of virtual community on user. The mediating and
moderating variables that influence sense of virtual community
on user engagement are not limited to these variables.
Therefore, more empirical studies are needed to further explore
the mediating mechanisms and boundary conditions of user
engagement in the context of educational virtual community
use. Given the importance of the research topic, future studies
could attempt to extend the theoretical model proposed in
this study by incorporating other potential moderating and
mediating variables.
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The factors that affect members’ 
use of a beauty industry 
matchmaking platform: Validation 
of the COM-B extended model
Yang-Wen Chang * and Yen Hsu *

The Graduate Institute of Design Science, Tatung University, Taipei, Taiwan

The global impact of COVID-19 has seriously affected health and livelihood in 

every country or region, especially in terms of physical consumption behaviors. 

Hairdressing is an essential physical consumption behavior. To prevent 

infection, the consumption model for using the beauty industry matchmaking 

platform (BIMP) has been used during the pandemic. This study investigates 

the changes in the behavior of media app users in the beauty industry in the 

post-epidemic era of COVID-19. The COM-B model is the basis for a research 

framework to study the factors that affect changes in behavior in the areas of 

Capability, Motivation, and Opportunity of the theoretical framework. A new 

dimension of fashion sense has expanded the application and validation of 

the COM-B model to determine the causal relationship between the ability 

to pursue beauty, motivation, fashion sense, and opportunities by using the 

platform and the dimension of user behavior. The study finds that fashion 

sense in the BIMP has a positive and significant impact on beauty care ability, 

self-motivation to pursue beauty and future cooperation opportunities. The 

ability, motivation and opportunity to act are all positively significant, which is 

in agreement with the theoretical framework of the COM-B model. There is 

no mediating effect for motivation between fashion sense and behavior. The 

results of this study show that increasing the sense of fashion for members 

using the BIMP will increases active behavior for members using the platform. 

This study also proposes practical suggestions for the operation of the BIMP 

based on the results.

KEYWORDS

COVID-19, COM-B, fashion sense, beauty industry matchmaking platform, 
behavioral change

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic means that governments around the world must administer 
an effective vaccine and create herd immunization (Shahcheraghi et al., 2021). Infections 
that are caused by the effects of virus mutations continue to threaten health and threaten 
an economic and social crisis (Clemente-Suárez et al., 2020; Mishra, 2020; Shereen et al., 
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2020). Due to the significant impact on the livelihood economy 
Mehta et al. (2020), determined whether new consumer behavior 
in the light of COVID-19 is permanent or temporary. The study 
showed that consumers also experience a behavioral change due 
to economic instability. This change includes learning from the 
crisis, changing needs and personalities, developing new cultures, 
and new market segments and developing new consumer behavior 
models in an attempt to improve the economic environment.

Social networking is the main tool for the dissemination of 
information in modern society (Westerman et al., 2014). BIMPs 
that are closely related to the use of demand are also an important 
element of the daily life of users (Sun et  al., 2013). In the 
COVID-19 environment, individuals may also use social media to 
adjust their consumption by talking to friends or sending 
messages, especially during periods of uncertainty and panic 
(Makridis and Wang, 2020).

In the post-epidemic era, the contactless economy has enabled 
Taiwan’s e-commerce channels to maintain double-digit growth. A 
market statistics report, Kantar, shows that real consumption for 
e-commerce shopping in the beauty industry in the first half of 2020 
has grown by more than 30% for Shopee, Momo Fubon Shopping, 
and Facebook group shopping, mainly due to online shopping.

Online shopping was mostly dominated by young people but the 
epidemic has increased online shopping across all age groups. Official 
websites, e-commerce media platforms, social shopping, reviews, trial 
use, drugstore promotions and other consumer data shows that there 
is an opportunity to incorporate a new wave of customers after the 
epidemic. Consumers seek more positive behaviors to embrace the 
new normal of consumer habits (Kantar, 2020). Gerstell et al. (2020) 
found that optimism and new attitudes toward consumer behavior 
have been fostered by the epidemic and there is renewed concern 
about personal, household safety and overall public health.

People become more confident because of grooming and 
dressing to achieve a good appearance (Linardon et  al., 2019). 
Outings are less frequent during a pandemic but the beauty function 
is clearly self-healing as there is little opportunity to wear makeup 
and relieve mental anxiety (Pikoos et al., 2020). However, due to 
changes in consumption habits and consumption patterns to avoid 
infection from the virus, many beauty consumption channels have 
shifted from offline to online appointments or in-home services 
(Sheth, 2020). Consumers who seldom used APPs in the past 
started to use them for consumer activities (Watanabe and Omori, 
2020). Gerstell et al. (2020) showed that online commerce sales are 
growing and consumers are relying more on online platforms to 
shop after the pandemic. This change in consumption patterns 
means that beauty industry players must optimize digital campaigns 
in order to maintain communication with consumers.

COM-B model is a research framework that was proposed by 
Michie et  al. (2013). It provides an intuitive and pragmatic 
theoretical framework to explain the factors that influence human 
behavior, in addition to the traditional theories of rational 
behavior, planning behavior and technology acceptance patterns. 
The main factors that influence human behavior are explained in 
terms of capability, motivation, and opportunity. Depending on 

the research context, previous studies used 14 domains and 84 
dimensions to determine appropriate factors and theories 
regarding Michie et  al. (2011). A study by van der Kleij et  al. 
(2020) that was based on motivational and behavioral models to 
prevent financial data leakage in organizations found that only 
capabilities and behaviors are uniquely related and an opportunity 
and motivation do not affect each other.

Michie et al. (2011) showed that ability are highly correlated, 
but opportunity and motivation are less correlated because the 
behavior is different. Atkins and Michie (2013) studied eating 
habits and behavioral science to show that the COM-B model can 
be used for many behaviors. Individuals must have the mental 
capacity, motivation and social opportunities to encourage 
competitive behavior. Behavioral science can be used to design 
effective methods to encourage dietary change. COM-B is a 
flexible theoretical framework that provides the basis for a variety 
of influences for behavioral change. It is applicable to a variety of 
fields to verify the factors that influence behavioral change.

Participants in this study are those who use the platform only 
when they have actual needs, so the motives of the members are clear. 
Users understand that the system is a new communication channel 
in response to the changing environment. Despite the spread of 
COVID-19, human instinct drives the pursuit of beauty. The COM-B 
model is an appropriate framework for this study to examine the 
behavioral change of users in the beauty industry matchmaking. 
According to the characteristics of the BIMP users, adding a sense of 
fashion to the new structure produces a richer application context.

The COM-B correction model for this study is used to 
determine: 

1.  Which factors determine the behavior of BIMP users; 
2.  Whether user’s sense of fashion is influenced by ability, 

motivation, and opportunity, and 
3.  To expand the field of COM-B model research by using 

fashion sense as a new construct.

Literature review

COM-B theory

COM-B is a research framework for explaining human behavior 
that was proposed by Michie et al. (2011) (Figure 1). COM-B does 
not invent new constructs: it uses the existing Theoretical Domains 
Framework (TDF), which uses the three main domains of 
competence, motivation and opportunity, and proposes a guiding 
framework as the theoretical basis for the corresponding constructs 
to determine behaviors according to research context (Howlett et al., 
2019). The framework is flexible and not too restrictive.

There are many related behavioral theoretical models, such as 
the theory of rational behavior (TRA) (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1975), 
the theory of planned behavior (TPB) (Ajzen, 1985, 1991), the 
technology acceptance model (TAM) (Davis et al., 1989), and the 
unified technology acceptance model (UTAUT) (Venkatesh et al., 
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2003). These common models use the construct of psychological 
attributes to predict changes in attitudes, intentions, subjective 
regulation, knowledge, perceptual-behavioral control, usefulness, 
and ease of use or behavior (Taylor et al., 2006).

Cane et  al. (2012) noted that the COM-B theoretical 
framework and the TDF can be used combined. The TDF has 14 
domains, which are assigned as elements of the COM-B model 
and are the elements of the extended construct (Michie et al., 
2014). The COM-B model is suited to a variety of contexts and can 
include groups, populations or corporate sectors.

Kropf et  al. (2020) used the Capacity, Opportunity and 
Motivation Behavior model in the COM-B model to study 
agrobiodiversity and critical services and threats to ecosystems 
and showed that farmers’ motivation and related behaviors are 
influenced by interpersonal and intrapersonal factors. The study 
shows the comprehensiveness of the COM-B model. The 
determinants for weekly sedentary time were also determined 
using the COM-B model to verify its predictive validity. The 
theory of planned behavior was used to explain which is better. 
The study showed that the COM-B model has a higher explanatory 
power (Howlett et al., 2021).

Using the COM-B research framework, many studies develop 
different constructs in the context of different research domains 
to extend the theoretical domain framework and use these to 
predict patterns of behavior. Other variables can also be added to 
act as antecedents, intermediaries, or mediators. In a study of 
community pharmacists’ comfort dispensing behavior at a health 
science center in Texas, United  States, the COM-B model of 
capabilities, opportunities, motivation and behavior was explains 
78% of medication changes using a behavioral change and 
theoretical framework to supplement education for staff functions 
in pharmacies (Varisco et al., 2020). To study youth developmental 

sports Preston et al. (2020)), used the COM-B model to determine 
how coaches’ capabilities, opportunities and motivations influence 
player behavior. In the United Kingdom, the behavioral outcomes 
of rent paid by tenants under government housing subsidies were 
studied using COM-B’s behavioral conceptual framework, in 
order to formulate behavioral opportunities and motivations in 
terms of the interaction between behavioral outcomes and 
subjective capabilities (Hickman and Preece, 2019).

Human behavioral development is a decisive factor in the 
transmission and infection rate for COVID-19. Behavioral science 
states that the mechanisms that motivate people to behave 
intrinsically influence the spread of the epidemic (West et  al., 
2020). This behavioral taxonomy for health-related psychological 
techniques uses may theories to explain behavioral change 
(Michie et al., 2011). The COM-B model requires that individuals 
must have sufficient mental and self-capability (strength, 
knowledge, and skills), social opportunities (time, social 
platforms) and motivation (Intrinsic motivation, extrinsic 
motivation (Michie et al., 2011) (Figure 2).

This study uses the COM-B research framework and proposes 
a modified COM-B model. Capability, motivation and opportunity 
are used to determine the factors that affect consumer behavior in 
the beauty industry in the context of the COVID-19 epidemic. 
Using the research framework of COM-B, this study determines 
the factors that influence user behavior in the BIMP, which are 
capability, motivation, and opportunity. This study proposes that 
the capability sub-construct is knowledge and behavior regulation, 
the motivation sub-construct is intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
and the opportunity sub-construct contains two sub-structures: 
cooperative relationships and social relationships (Figure 1).

FIGURE 1

Map of the theoretical domains framework (TDF) to sources of 
behavior on the COM-B system.

FIGURE 2

COM-B theoretical fields and models.
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Fashion sense

Fashion sense is the communication of popular aesthetics in 
a specific time and environment, including popular culture and 
fashionable clothing, or the method by which lifestyle is 
communicated (Kawamura, 2018; Kaiser and Green, 2021). 
Regardless of the degree of communication, this is an effect of 
fame (Bond and Drogos, 2014). Current tools for communication 
nowadays include various media for entertainment, pleasure and 
celebrity effect (Oliver et al., 2017).

Famous people adjust their relationships with the media 
because of a need for fame or a need for an ego support. Celebrities 
often add psychological motives to the media to create room for 
discussion and the recognition of being liked (Caughey, 1984). 
Greenwood et al. (2013) also noted that being recognized in public 
and having a greater sense of belonging and self-obsession in 
social networks can cause more online interactions and the effect 
of being noticed. Recognition brings a sense of cult that is 
indicative of the role that has become the product of modern 
social communication media (Giles, 2000). In order to prove the 
strength and self-confidence of the self, admirers promote self-
imitation behavior, in order to have a virtual association and 
fascination with the celebrity (Friedman et al., 2000).

Entertainment has a subliminal effect on an individual’s 
perception of life. The effect can be socially beneficial and on some 
level, entertainment highlights core values, increases human 
intimacy and has a wide range of positive effects (Oliver et al., 
2017). The emotional experience of entertainment involves both 
positive and negative perceptions so these short-lived pleasures, 
which are consciously expressed through contact, are appreciated 
and last longer (Vorderer, 2011).

Media theory states that an empirical assessment of the 
effect of humanistic entertainment involves mostly self-
generated reflections that provoke core values for self-
involvement in feeling, autonomy and the purpose of life 
(Wirth et  al., 2012). Recent studies have involved the 
application of fashion sense. The theoretical discussion treats 
fashion design as a social concept that is independent of 
design science and constructive aesthetics and develops and 
validates relevant principles of art and design (Thornquist, 
2014). These studies show that research strategy, sampling 
strategy and participant rationale are the most common 
research themes for consumer behavior to determine 
consumer involvement in the purchase of fashionable 
clothing. Artificial intelligence has been used for studies of 
fashion sense for business and consumer applications (Giri 
et al., 2019).

Hypotheses development

Fashion sense and capability
This study proposes that fashion sense is a cultural 

phenomenon. It can be regarded as a belief in the pursuit of 

beauty, and it can influence personal behavior in the pursuit 
of beauty. This study uses the COM-B model to construct the 
influencing behavior construct. COM-B competence is based 
on knowledge and behavioral regulation, to know about 
satisfying beauty and is considered to have reasonable 
behavioral regulation due to the expectation factor of always 
seeking improvement (Grant, 2015). During the COVID-19 
pandemic, a study found that perceived behavioral control of 
the epidemic and the perceived severity of the epidemic at 
each stage has an impact on behavioral protection and actual 
switching behavior (Youn et al., 2021). This study proposes 
hypothesis one:

H1: Beauty platform users' fashion sense positively influences 
beauty care capability.

Fashion sense and motivation
Information technology is used to achieve f life and work 

tasks or to achieve internal satisfaction. Therefore, for beauty 
platform users, the effect of fashion and entertainment on 
their lives affects their intrinsic motivation to pursue beauty 
(Davis et  al., 1992). The UTAUT model is the so-called 
motivation for technology user in anticipation of 
improvements in personal life and work performance (Davis 
et al., 1989; Venkatesh et al., 2003).

This study uses the motivational constructs of the COM-B 
model to explain the behavioral motivations for seeking fashion 
and beauty. Motivation to pursue beauty is influenced by fashion 
perceptions, so the greater the fashion perceptions, the greater is 
the internal and external motivation to pursue beauty, gain self-
confidence, and improve interpersonal relationships. This study 
proposes hypothesis two:

H2: Beauty platform users' fashion sense positively influences 
the motivation for self-seeking beauty.

Fashion sense and opportunity
Higgins (2018) in Drapers Magazine suggests that the sales, 

operational, and customer service demands that are a consequence 
of fashion sense must be accompanied by rich collaborations and 
social relationships. The fashion operating model is a challenging 
market. From a customer-centric perspective, marketing 
opportunities are inherently social and can only be  realized 
through interaction. This study uses the opportunity construct of 
the COM-B model to explain how users determine potential 
opportunities and social relationships in various user 
environments through this platform. Each user can find 
opportunities for collaborative and social relationships. This study 
proposes hypothesis 3:

H3: Beauty platform users' fashion sense positively influences 
opportunities for future collaboration.
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COM-B capabilities, motivations, opportunities, 
behaviors

The COM-B model is a behavior modification research 
framework that is cross-validated with the established TDF. This 
model framework allows specific individuals to participate in 
specific activities to produce specific behaviors (B). Each 
individual has a capacity (C) and the opportunity (O) to perform 
specific actions in terms of social and personal capacity. 
Motivation (M) is the psychological drive for behavior and 
includes internal and external motivations, such as impulsive and 
rethinking processes and habitual and intentional behavioral 
states (Cane et al., 2012).

This study determines the behavior of APP users on the BIMP 
in terms of ability, opportunity and motivation interactions. The 
capability, opportunity and motivation of member users are used 
to explain users’ behavior (Stanton et  al., 2005). This study 
proposes the following hypotheses:

H4: Beauty platform users' beauty care capability positively 
influences their motivation to pursue beauty.

H5: The opportunity for future collaboration positively influences 
motivation to pursue beauty using the beauty platform.

H6: Beauty platform users' beauty care capabilities positively 
influence members' behavior towards the beauty platform.

H7: Beauty platform users' self-motivation to pursue beauty 
positively influences members' behavior.

H8: The opportunity for future cooperation after the use of the 
beauty platform positively influences the member's platform 
usage behavior.

In terms of the literature review and hypotheses, this study 
extends the COM-B model by adding a fashion sense construct to 
validate the various behavioral patterns of BIMP members 
(Figure 3).

Research methodology

Subjects and sampling

The sample for this study is from a three-party appointment 
service platform of a BIMP, which was supported by the 
COVID-19 Small Business Innovation Research Program of the 
Department of Small and Medium Enterprises, Ministry of 
Economic Affairs, Taiwan. This platform integrates the beauty 
industry market with the business model with consumers, 
beauty technicians and beauty store managers, who use mobile 
app for mutual benefit. At present, the platform is in the formal 
operation stage. The recruitment of members began in 
November 2020 and there are currently more than 3,000 
members. Using a confidence level of 95% and a confidence 
interval of 5%, the sample size calculator of The Survey System 
calculates that a sample size of 341 is required. Members 
completed a questionnaire voluntarily using a convenience 
sampling method, after they had used the functions of the 

FIGURE 3

Revised COM-B model.
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TABLE 1 Distribution of demographic variables.

Variable Label Frequency % Variable Label Frequency %

Occupation Office worker 109 26.5 Marriage Married 275 66.7

Freelance 52 12.6 Unmarried 137 33.3

Dealer 39 9.5 Education level High School or below 93 22.6

Others 68 16.5 College/University 264 64.1

Service industry 104 25.2 Master or above 55 13.3

Government employee 33 8.0 Age Under 20 years old 5 1.2

Student 7 1.7 21–30 years old 32 7.8

Income (in NTD) Under 30,000 89 21.6 31–40 years old 138 33.5

30,001–50,000 157 38.1 41–50 years old 135 32.8

50,001–100,000 128 31.1 Over 50 years old 102 24.8

100,00 or more 38 9.2

APP. A total of 412 questionnaires from members were 
completed and returned in the period, July–August 2021.

Design of measurement items

The behavioral constructs for this study are based on the 
questions in the study by Hsieh et  al. (2017), which used the 
Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) model to study health 
profile user behavior. Wang et al. (2016) also used the UTAUT 
model to determine the sharing behavior of social networking site 
users and constructed questions to evaluate user behavior and to 
modify the design of the five questions, such as “I always go to the 
beauty platform” and “I spend a lot of time on the beauty 
platform.” In terms of the questions pertaining to the capability 
construct in the questionnaire, the knowledge core questions refer 
to the study by Abd Rahman et al. (2015), which determined 
consumers’ knowledge, religion, attitudes and intentions toward 
halal cosmetics. The research questions were modified by two 
questions and the core behavioral modification questions were 
from the study by James et al. (2019).

In the study of the application of the results of the exercise 
method to influence fitness technology, the research questions 
were modified to compile three questions, a total of five 
questions, such as “I understand the basic beauty care and 
hygiene knowledge” and “If I  do not carry out protective 
measures my friends will give me pressure” and so on. 
Furthermore, this study includes both intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivational questions in the motivational construct. The 
questionnaire questions were adapted from Ma et  al. (2018) 
study on teacher-student relationships and language achievement 
using a mediated relationship of motivation to effect, and five 
questions were developed. For example, “I feel confident after my 
beauty treatment” and “I can improve my interpersonal 
relationship after my beauty treatment.”

In addition, this study includes partnership and social 
relationship questions in the opportunity construct. Referring to 
Thornton et al. (2015), five questions were adapted from the 
volume scale of the empirical study on internet-oriented 

behavior. For example, “I can improve my reputation through 
beauty platforms” and “I can build partnerships through 
beauty platforms.”

Finally, this study included the fame effect and entertainment 
effect questions in the fashion sense construct, referring to 
McCutcheon et  al. (2002) research questionnaire on 
“conceptualization and measurement of celebrity worship,” and 
modified five questions, such as “I would refer to celebrities’ 
fashionable outfits” and “I feel happy after going out with reference 
to celebrities’ outfits.” This study used a seven-point Likert scale to 
measure the research variable, where (1) represents strong 
disagreement and (7) represents strong agreement.

Results

Analysis of descriptive statistics

The data analysis for this study uses structural equation 
modeling to verify the influencing relationship for the research 
hypotheses. D descriptive statistics are used to present the 
background information for the respondents and to analyze the 
different data distributions of demographic variables. The 
measurement model was validated to verify the reliability of the 
questions and the constructs of the scale using validity factor 
analysis and discriminant validity analysis. The structural model 
is verified using path analysis and mediated performance 
validation. This study uses SPSS 24.0 and AMOS 24.0 statistical 
software to analyze the data.

The largest group of 109 people are office workers and account 
for 26.5% of all respondents. The largest group has an income of 
$30,001–50,000 (157), accounting for 38.1%. 275 respondents are 
married, accounting for 66.7%. 26.4% of respondents have an 
education level of college/university. The largest group for the age 
demographic is 31–40 years old, accounting for 138 people or 
33.5%, as shown as Table 1.

The sample for this study includes consumers, technicians and 
stores. The consumers who are office workers, government 
employees, students and others account for a total of 52.7% of the 
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sample. The technicians and stores include freelancers, dealers and 
the service industry and account for a total of 48.3% of the sample.

In this study, the skewness value between-2.060 and − 0.320 
and the kurtosis value between-1.069 and 4.611 meet the criteria 
for an absolute value for skewness of less than 2 and an absolute 
value for kurtosis of less than 7 that was defined by Kline (2005), 
as shown in Table 2.

Convergent validity

As shown in Table 4, the standardized factor loadings range 
from 0.778 to 0.928, which is an acceptable range. This indicates 
that each question is reliable. The construct reliability for the study 
constructs ranges from 0.926 to 0.956, which exceeds the value of 
0.7 that meets the criteria for other studies. This indicates that 
each construct has good internal consistency. The final average 
variance extracted (AVE) ranges from 0.716 to 0.812, which 

exceeds the 0.5 threshold that is proposed in the study by Hair 
et al. (2019) shown as Table 3.

Discriminant validity

In terms of discriminant validity, this study uses the more 
rigorous AVE method. Previous studies show that discriminant 
validity must consider the convergent validity for the constructs 
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Therefore, the square root of AVE for 
each construct must be greater than the correlation coefficient 
between that construct and other constructs. If this condition is 
fulfilled, the model has discriminant validity. As shown in Table 4, 
the square root of the AVE for each component of the diagonal is 
greater than the correlation coefficient outside the diagonal, so 
each component for this study has good discriminant validity.

Model fit

The SEM sample is greater than 200 so the cardinality value is 
too large. This results in a poor model fit. So the fit value ise 

TABLE 2 Analysis of descriptive statistics.

Construct Item Mean Standard
deviation Skewness Kurtosis

Capability CAP1 4.70 1.680 −0.582 −0.341

CAP2 4.50 1.675 −0.528 −0.392

CAP3 4.30 1.802 −0.367 −0.830

CAP4 4.33 1.862 −0.409 −0.932

CAP5 4.14 1.926 −0.320 −1.069

Average 4.39

Motivation MOT1 5.71 1.225 −1.279 2.084

MOT2 5.64 1.272 −1.312 2.176

MOT3 6.21 1.243 −2.060 4.336

MOT4 6.20 1.266 −1.969 3.832

MOT5 5.87 1.368 −1.384 1.631

MOT1 5.93

Behavior BEH1 5.85 1.254 −1.296 1.870

BEH2 6.03 1.216 −1.714 3.549

BEH3 6.06 1.230 −1.826 3.928

BEH4 6.14 1.137 −1.892 4.611

BEH5 5.93 1.263 −1.523 2.510

Average 6.00

Opportunity OPP1 5.23 1.450 −0.903 0.612

OPP2 5.58 1.322 −1.150 1.514

OPP3 5.57 1.321 −1.108 1.273

OPP4 5.63 1.300 −1.291 1.835

OPP5 5.72 1.265 −1.235 1.731

Average 5.55

Fashion FAS1 5.56 1.438 −1.154 1.020

FAS2 5.64 1.362 −1.221 1.382

FAS3 5.56 1.404 −1.213 1.466

FAS4 5.31 1.459 −0.990 0.787

FAS5 5.33 1.478 −0.958 0.679

Average 5.48

TABLE 3 Analysis of measurement model results.

Construct Item Z-value Value 
of p STD SMC CR AVE

Behavior BEH1 0.880 0.774 0.956 0.812

BEH2 26.553 0.000 0.887 0.787

BEH3 28.757 0.000 0.924 0.854

BEH4 27.067 0.000 0.909 0.826

BEH5 26.836 0.000 0.906 0.821

Capability CAP1 0.896 0.803 0.926 0.716

CAP2 25.755 0.000 0.864 0.746

CAP3 20.801 0.000 0.848 0.719

CAP4 20.379 0.000 0.841 0.707

CAP5 18.404 0.000 0.778 0.605

Motivation MOT1 0.874 0.764 0.947 0.782

MOT2 28.648 0.000 0.925 0.856

MOT3 26.933 0.000 0.911 0.830

MOT4 25.415 0.000 0.892 0.796

MOT5 21.536 0.000 0.816 0.666

Opportunity OPP1 0.783 0.613 0.950 0.791

OPP2 21.157 0.000 0.898 0.806

OPP3 22.157 0.000 0.928 0.861

OPP4 21.574 0.000 0.916 0.839

OPP5 21.528 0.000 0.914 0.835

Fashion FAS1 0.894 0.799 0.949 0.788

FAS2 29.100 0.000 0.909 0.826

FAS3 25.691 0.000 0.872 0.760

FAS4 27.189 0.000 0.895 0.801

FAS5 0.869 0.755

UNSTD, unstandardized factor loading; STD, standardized factor loading; SMC, square 
multiple correlation; CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted.
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corrected using the Bootstrap method (Bollen and Stine, 1992). 
The results of a comparison with the Bollen-Stine Bootstrap 
modified model fit, including the fit for the measurement and 
structural models are shown in Table  5. After fitting with the 
Bollen-Stine Bootstrap modified model, the fit indices for this 
study are acceptable.

Path analysis

Table  6 shows the results for the path coefficients. These 
results show that Capability (b = 0.208, p = 0.011), Motivation 
(b = 0.181, p = 0.032) and Opportunity (b = 0.530, p < 0.001) 
significantly affect Behavior. Fashion sense (b = 0.554, p < 0.001) 
significantly affects Capability. Capability (b = 0.195, p < 0.001), 
Opportunity (b = 0.165, p < 0.001), and Fashion sense (b = 0.441, 
p < 0.001) significantly affect Motivation. Fashion sense (b = 0.581, 
p < 0.001) significantly influences Opportunity.

These results support the research questions for this model. 
The explanatory power of Capability, Motivation, and 
Opportunity in terms of explaining Behavior is 36.1%. The 
explanatory power of Fashion sense to terms of explaining 
Capability is 42.2%. The explanatory power of Capability, 
Opportunity and Fashion sense in terms of explaining Motivation 
is 61.8%. The explanatory power of Fashion sense in terms of 
explaining Opportunity is 43.3%. Figure 4 shows the results for 
the structural model for standardized path coefficients, significant 
level and R-square.

Discussion and conclusion

This study determines the factors that influence the usage 
behavior of beauty industry matchmaking platform members 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The COM-B model framework 
is used to determine the factors for the pursuit of beauty by users 
of media use platforms. The COM-B model is verified using 
fashion sense as a construct. A novel research framework and 
related hypotheses are proposed. Data was collected using a 
questionnaire and the structural equation model is used to test 
the hypotheses.

Academic contributions

COVID-19 has caused public health and virus transmission 
crises in various countries and regions around the world so it has 
a significant impact on livelihoods and economies. The impact of 
the epidemic is directly reflected in changes in the consumer 
market, which is dealing with new consumption patterns and 
habits in an economy that is contactless. By promoting digital 
applications, the beauty industry has been able to maintain 
communication with consumers because during a pandemic, the 
BIMP appointment app could be  used with an acceptable 
motivation at the psychological level to overcome psychological 
barriers ife (Oliveira et al., 2021). It is also a source of stress relief 
and increases self-confidence. Beauty consumers have become 
used to booking online or in-home services using the APP and the 
online booking mechanism is increasing in importance. For 
members who use the APP service platform in the pursuit of 
beauty, this study determines their motive for doing so.

This study uses the COM-model behavior research 
framework. The fashion sense construct is used to verify the 
influences on behavioral change and to determine the correlation 
between fashion sense and the ability, motivation and opportunity 
to influence behavior. Table 7 presents the results for validation of 
the study hypotheses with the standardized regression coefficient, 
z-value, and value of p.

The effect of BIMP users’ fashion sense on the 
beauty care capability

The results of this study show that BIMP users’ sense of 
fashion has a significant positive effect on beauty care capability. 

TABLE 4 Discriminant validity.

Construct Average variance 
extracted Behavior Capability Motivation Opportunities Fashion sense

Behavior 0.812 0.901

Capability 0.716 0.415 0.846

Motivation 0.782 0.477 0.607 0.884

Opportunity 0.791 0.560 0.427 0.598 0.889

Fashion sense 0.788 0.476 0.650 0.761 0.658 0.888

The items on the diagonal in bold font represent the square roots of the AVE; off-diagonal elements are the correlation estimates.

TABLE 5 Fit Indices.

Fit Index Acceptable 
range

Measurement 
model

Structural 
model

Chi-square 394.334 400.359

Degree of freedom 265 267

CFI >0.90 0.989 0.989

RMSEA <0.08 0.034 0.035

TLI >0.90 0.988 0.987

GFI >0.90 0.967 0.967

NFI >0.90 0.967 0.967

χ2/df <3 1.488 1.499

AGFI >0.80 0.958 0.957
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The greater the sense of fashion, the greater is the beauty care 
capability of the user. The greater the sense of fashion, the greater 
is the sensitivity to beauty and fashion information and the greater 
is the knowledge of beauty.

The highest score of 6.21 is for “My friends and family think 
I  should take preventive measures when I  go to a beauty 
technician.” This result is consistent with those of previous studies 
(Farooq, 2020) so individuals remind each other of the health 

TABLE 6 Path analysis table.

DV IV Regression weight SE Z-value Value of p Standardized path 
coefficient

Behavior (R2 = 0.361) Capability 0.208 0.082 2.547 0.011 0.157

Motivation 0.181 0.084 2.148 0.032 0.135

Opportunity 0.530 0.078 6.833 0.000 0.413

Capability (R2 = 0.422) Fashion sense 0.554 0.042 13.271 0.000 0.650

Motivation (R2 = 0.618) Capability 0.195 0.049 3.985 0.000 0.196

Opportunity 0.165 0.047 3.548 0.000 0.172

Fashion sense 0.441 0.048 9.245 0.000 0.520

Opportunity (R2 = 0.433) Fashion sense 0.581 0.044 13.120 0.000 0.658

FIGURE 4

Structural model results.

TABLE 7 Hypothesis testing result.

Hypothesis
Unstandardized path 

coefficient
Z-value Value of p

Standardized path 
coefficient

H1: Fashion sense → Capability 0.554 13.271 0.000 0.650

H2: Fashion sense → Motivation 0.441 9.245 0.000 0.520

H3: Fashion sense → Opportunity 0.581 13.120 0.000 0.658

H4: Capability → Motivation 0.195 3.985 0.000 0.196

H5: Opportunity → Motivation 0.165 3.548 0.000 0.172

H6: Capability → Behavior 0.208 2.547 0.011 0.157

H7: Motivation → Behavior 0.181 2.148 0.032 0.135

H8: Opportunity → Behavior 0.530 6.833 0.000 0.413
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risks of the COVID-19 pandemic. It also shows that precautionary 
measures are already prevalent in the minds of many individuals.

The statement, “I know the common sense of protection 
during beauty care,” has the lowest, score of 5.64. Beauty platform 
users maintained a sense of fashion during the epidemic and have 
general knowledge of protection, so there was concern about the 
capability to protect against viral infection.

The influence of BIMP users’ fashion sense on 
the motivation for self-seeking beauty

The results of this study show that BIMP users’ sense of style 
has a significant positive effect on self-motivation to pursue 
beauty. This result is the same as the results for previous studies 
(Trekels and Eggermont, 2017). The statement, “I feel very 
confident after a beauty care,” has the highest score of 6.14. The 
greater the sense of style, the greater is the motivation to pursue 
beauty and the greater is the confidence. The results of study also 
show that there is little difference between the scores for the five 
questions that pertain to the motivational component of the 
questionnaire, so beauty and grooming as a daily activity is very 
closely related to pleasure, happiness and interpersonal 
relationships and self-confidence.

The impact of BIMP users’ fashion sense on 
future collaboration opportunities

The results of this study show that BIMP users’ fashion sense 
has a significant positive impact on future cooperation 
opportunities. The unstandardized regression analysis coefficient 
of 0.581 indicates that the path hypothesis also has a significant 
impact. This shows that the greater the user’s sense of fashion, 
the more interested are platform members in future 
collaboration opportunities.

The highest score is 5.72 for “attracting potential consumers 
through the BIMP.” This result clearly shows that the app operates 
well as a three-party appointment service and the platform 
members are very positive. For this study, 74.1% of users aged 21 
to 50 years old use BIMPs. This is similar to value that is defined 
by the GWI (2020) survey, which shows that 58% of individuals 
aged 16 to 58 years used social media during the COVID-19  
pandemic.

This shows that the consumer market has shifted from 
physical stores to contactless business opportunities. Therefore, 
products with a sense of fashion, reputation and partnerships that 
create visibility are attractive to r BIMP users in the virtual space 
of application software.

Validating COM-B theory behavioral influences
In terms of the research context of the BIMP, this study adds 

fashion sense as an antecedent variable to the COM-B research 
framework to determine the extent to which fashion sense affects 
capabilities, motivations and opportunities. In terms of the path 
analysis for behavior that influences capability, motivation and 
opportunity, the standardized regression analysis coefficients are: 
capability (β = 0.157, p = 0.011), motivation (β = 0.135, p = 0.032) 

and opportunity (β = 0.413, p = 0.000). The results of this study 
confirm the hypothesis that capability, motivation and opportunity 
have a highly significant effect on behavior, which is consistent 
with the theoretical framework of the COM-B model.

Opportunity is the factor that most influences behavior, so 
users on the BIMP have the greatest demand for future 
cooperation opportunities to improve their reputation. The 
behavioral component question, “I often show my hair with other 
members on BIMPs,” has the lowest score, possibly because the 
platform uses members to show their value, or the platform does 
not provide enough incentives to promote the value of the app. 
Sharing, communication and discussion form the basis of the 
platform’s operation.

In terms of the path analysis for fashion sense influence 
capability, the standardized regression analysis coefficient is 0.650 
(p = 0.000), which shows that fashion sense significant influences 
capability. The standardized regression analysis coefficients for the 
path analysis for capability, opportunity and sense of fashion 
influencing motivation are: capability (β = 0.196, p = 0.000), 
opportunity (β = 0.172, p = 0.000) and sense of fashion (β = 0.520, 
p = 0.000). The results of this study verified that capability, 
opportunity, and fashion ability significantly influence motivation.

The explanatory power of capability, motivation, and 
opportunity for behavior is 36.1%. The explanatory power of 
fashion sense for capability is 42.2%. The explanatory power of 
capability, motivation and fashion sense for motivation is 61.8%. 
The explanatory power of fashion sense for opportunity is 43.3%. 
The results of this study demonstrate that the influences that are 
determined by the COM-B research framework are confirmed.

Practical suggestions

COVID-19 has threatened people and economies since 2020 
onward so cities around the world have taken measures to prevent 
the spread of the virus. Most beauty technicians serve consumers 
through direct contact in exchange for payment. During a 
pandemic, city lockdowns and interpersonal restrictions have 
threatened the survival of beauty technicians, so the “BIMP three-
party appointment platform” is an effective method of ensuring 
consumption and increasing employment opportunities. An 
understanding of customers’ lives and needs is required to 
promote the most suitable products and services to people whom 
they benefit (Keller and Kotler, 2012).

Social media and applications will be more common in the 
future in response to the new consumption habits of consumers. 
This study validates the capability, motivation, and opportunity to 
influence consumer behavior in the beauty industry by adding a 
fashion sense construct to the COM-B model. The results show 
that the pandemic does not affect motivation to pursue beauty. 
Most consumers are aware of measures to control the pandemic 
and wish to collaborate with other users of the platform on 
BIMP. Each component is closely related to platform usage 
behavior. The results of this study show that the Beauty Industry 
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three-party appointment service platform promotes service 
opportunities in terms of capacity, motivation, and opportunity to 
influence the behavior of platform members.

The results of this study show that the use of the platform 
increases the function of the epidemic prevention interface. A 
study of BIMP Users’ Beauty Care Capability shows that 
consumers, stores and beauty technician members place great 
importance on preventive measures. Practical protection measures 
be added so that consumers can communicate with each other 
online when booking services. A declaration of current physical 
status, vaccination status and the environment in which the 
service is operated allows the consumer, the store and the beauty 
technician to interact physically and increase mutual trust. Viruses 
mutate rapidly so information about virus prevention must 
be updated frequently.

The motivation to use the platform to pursue beauty and 
initiate positive mindfulness should be increased self-confidence 
is increased after a beauty treatment and inspirational short stories 
would be  a useful addition to the member platform. Beauty 
industry uses platform members are mainly women so society 
generally recognizes that women are professionally disadvantaged. 
The new post-epidemic era is driven by women’s confidence in the 
pursuit of beauty.

The results of this study also show that fashion sense has a 
positive and significant effect on the motivation to pursue beauty. 
Therefore, fashion information, such as popular hair styles, beauty 
trends or fashion reports about entertainment celebrities could 
be added to the BIMP to enhance members’ perception of fashion 
and enhance the motivation to pursue beauty.

In terms of opportunities for future cooperation in promoting 
the use of BIMP, most members who use the application software do 
so in the pursuit of beauty and others are encouraged to do likewise 
so the current Chinese interface can be  used in Taiwan for 
experimental consumer testing and then extended to the Chinese 
community, including the 1.7 billion population on mainland China.

Research limitations and future work

This study determines the influence of the beauty 
industry’s three-party platform on users’ behavioral changes 

using COM-B as the basis of the theoretical model and 
fashion sense as the antecedent variable. Due to time and 
funding constraints, this study only validates the current five 
constructs. Future studies could add new constructs, such as 
service convenience and platform visibility. This study only 
concerns the behavior of BIMP members on the platform so 
future experimental studies might determine consumer 
attributes, such as satisfaction with and loyalty to the 
BIMP. Results might also be  qualitatively analyzed using 
focus group interviews and in-depth interviews.
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Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the tourism economy has been seriously

affected. China has implemented a direct traveling management mechanism

and recovered from the pandemic faster than the rest of the world. However,

the COVID-19 situation is complicated and uncontrollable because of the

available unclear information including difficult medical terminologies. This

study attempts to find the determinants of the travel intention of China’s

tourists in the post-COVID-19 epidemic. Along with information overload

and perception risk, an expanded research model of the Theory of Planned

Behavior (TPB) was employed to propose the theoretical framework of

this study. A survey was conducted among 518 tourists who spend their

holiday in Hainan, which is a popular tourist destination in China. The

empirical results show that information overload positively and significantly

impacted perceived risk. Furthermore, perceived risk negatively affects the

intention to travel. Perceived risk also negatively affected the attitude toward

traveling. However, response self-efficacy did not have a significant effect

on the intention to travel. Finally, based on the analysis results, this study

proposes relevant research contributions and practical recommendations

with management implications for the travel industries.

KEYWORDS

information overload, perceived risk, tourism industry, theory of reasoned action
(TRA), post-COVID-19 pandemic

Introduction

Currently, various industries faced issues during the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, tourism is deemed to be one of the most seriously impacted industries. The
subsequent changing behaviors of tourists in the post-COVID landscape are worthy of
attention to many researchers. De Vos (2020) discussed the potential effects of avoiding
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social contact and reduced interaction under measures
to combat the spread of COVID-19. Furthermore, social
distancing and restricted traveling result in social isolation and
limited activity. In addition, Brooks et al. (2020) illustrated the
psychological impact of quarantine and concluded that it has
several negative psychological effects. The study recommended
defining a clear rationale and information for quarantine
and ensuring sufficient supplies. Neuburger and Egger (2020)
determined the relationship between the perception of travel
risk and the travel behavior of travelers during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Moreover, there is adequate information available regarding
COVID-19, including views on virus mutation and vaccination
development on the internet. Mutant viruses, such as Alpha,
Beta, Gamma, and Delta, have been discovered among
various COVID-19 patients (Jason Gale, 2021). The COVID-
19 pandemic has brought a series of new challenges in terms of
information overload (Rathore and Farooq, 2020). The COVID-
19 pandemic has caused disorder in various areas. For instance,
vaccines that were developed in many countries are being used
but the unknown nature of the pandemic means that it is
difficult to predict future trends. Additionally, the information
about the pandemic is also complicated and diverse so it is
often contradictory. Also, there is an overloaded and chaotic
information flow for the general population. This negates the
effect of measures to control the spread of COVID-19 infections
(Mohammed et al., 2021).

Hainan is the southernmost island in China and has been
a popular tourist destination in China for many years. China
tourists visit Hainan for its warm climate, beaches, and palm
trees. In recent years, it has become an international business
conference and exhibition center. In the post-COVID-19 era,
Hainan’s tourism industry has also been significantly affected.

After the COVID-19 pandemic, on January 24, 2020,
the government of Hainan began a community wellbeing
emergency response and encouraged the scale response of
community wellbeing emergencies on January 25, 2020. This
implies that past January 24th, 2020, the inner movement of
individuals was significantly contained, and Hainan nearly did
not have any tourists for a section of the period in January.
However, owing to efficient community supervision and health
care, the pandemic in China was effectively controlled, and the
people’s movement started to continue in an organized way (Liu
et al., 2021).

This study surveys travelers of Hainan in the post-COVID-
19 era to determine the effect of information overload,
perceived risk, attitude, and response efficacy on intention
to travel. The research study also employs subjective norms
as a moderating variable to determine the effect of public
opinions on the relationship between perceived risk and
intention to travel. Furthermore, the theoretical framework
of this study was built on theories and concepts related to
consumer behavior, information overload, perception risk, and

an expanded research model of the Theory of Planned Behavior
(TPB). The results of the study examine the effect of information
overload on the intention to travel and the importance of correct
and useful information in the post-COVID-19 era.

Theoretical background

Information overload

Miller (1956) first proposed the concept of information
overload, which means that at any given time, through
psychological research, the processing power of humans
is very limited. The maximum amount of information
that can consciously be processed is about seven units.
Consumer decision-making was later studied by Jacoby
et al. (1974) to define the theory of information overload.
Furthermore, Matthes et al. (2020) noted that overburdening
with information, permanent online interaction with other
users, the perception of permanent observation, and demand
for reactions result in information overload for mobile social
networking sites (SNS) use.

Information overload refers to a state whereby a person
believes that there is an imbalance between environmental needs
and the available resources that can be used to respond to these
needs (Eppler and Mengis, 2004). Other academic disciplines,
such as cognitive psychology, focus on the acute phenomenon
of information overload, which affects recall, judgment, and
decision-making (Bargh and Thein, 1985). Fu et al. (2020) noted
that overloading describes a person’s subjective perception and
evaluation of the amount of information, persons, or objects
that exceed the processing capacity. In an era of information
and communication technologies, overload is a key factor in
providing negative results (Lee et al., 2016). Various devices
and applications can increase personal perceptual overload (Yin
et al., 2018).

At the beginning of the COVID-19 epidemic, inaccurate
information and information overload caused consumers to
engage in panic buying (Herjanto et al., 2021). The complex
development of the pandemic and emotional news reports
resulted in information overload and there is a lack of experience
with decision-making in a situation of information overload
(Farooq et al., 2021).

Perceived risk

Perceived risks that are related to health, well-being,
and safety create a preference for specific travel choices
(Ozbilen et al., 2021). Traveling cannot be experienced
in advance and it is impossible to know the risks that
pertain to travel. Perceived risk is an important factor for
predicting travel behavior because it explains the important
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FIGURE 1

Research framework.

factors in the choice of a travel destination (Zilker et al.,
2020).

Previous research has also demonstrated that the
perceptions of service quality, value, destination image,
risk, subjective norm, and behavioral control are critical
factors for attitude and intention to travel (Abbasi et al., 2021).
Perceived risk is also proven to negatively impact participation
in out-of-home activities and the frequency of trips (Parady
et al., 2020).

Theory of planned behavior

Under the basic idea of the theory of reasoned action,
Ajzen (1991) proposed TPB to determine the mechanism for
behavioral intention, which explains human behaviors. The TPB
assumes that individuals are rational and evaluate alternatives
and form intentions before taking actions. The common factors
of behavioral intention include attitude, subjective norm, and
perceived behavior control. Attitude is a person’s general
perception of specific behavior, which can be positive or
negative. Subjective norms determine the way the opinions of
other individuals affect the person in terms of a particular

behavior. Perceptual behavior control is a factor that facilitates
or hinders behavior. The TPB model states that the three pre-
variables of behavior attitude, subjective norm, and perceived
behavioral control positively affect behavior intentions (Ajzen,
1991).

Response efficacy

Bandura’s (1998) study defined self-efficacy as the ability
of an individual to believe in an ability to organize and
perform a specific achievement (Bandura, 1998). This is the
perceived behavior control construct for the TPB. Ajzen’s (2002)
study noted that self-efficacy and perceived behavior control
are two mutually interchangeable aspects. Ajzen divided the
perceived behavioral control construct into two components:
self-efficacy and controllability. Self-efficacy pertains to the
degree of difficulty in executing a behavior. Some studies show
that self-efficacy has a direct effect on intention (Cooke et al.,
2016).

Self-efficacy is defined as strong self-confidence in specific
abilities, which reduces stress and anxiety. Response efficacy
defines how individuals perceive their confidence in a response
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TABLE 1 Measurement items and sources.

Constructs Items References

Information overload (1) Since the COVID-19 pandemic, I feel that there is too much travel information. Chen et al., 2009

(2) Since the new crown epidemic, there has been too much travel information, and I
feel pressured to deal with it.

(3) Since the COVID-19 pandemic, I feel it is too difficult to understand the
information that I need.

(4) Since the COVID-19 pandemic, I don’t know where to find the information I
need.

Perceived risk (1) Since the COVID-19 pandemic, I have not felt safe when traveling. Abrahão et al., 2016

(2) Since the COVID-19 pandemic, I have not felt well protected.

(3) Since the COVID-19 pandemic, there is a high possibility of problems during
travel.

(4) Since the COVID-19 pandemic, traveling has been dangerous for me.

(5) Since the COVID-19 pandemic, travel involves a lot of risks.

(6) Since the new crown epidemic, tourism increases uncertainty.

Attitude (1) I like traveling. Paul et al., 2016; Mehrad
and Mohammadi, 2017

(2) Traveling is a good idea.

(3) I have a good attitude toward traveling.

(4) Traveling fits my lifestyle.

(5) Travel makes life more interesting.

Subjective norm (1) After the COVID-19 pandemic, my friend approved of my traveling. Taufique and
Vaithianathan, 2018

(2) After the COVID-19 pandemic, my neighbor approved of my traveling.

(3) After the COVID-19 pandemic, my colleague agreed with me to travel.

(4) After the new crown epidemic, my family approved of my traveling.

(5) After the COVID-19 pandemic, my friends agreed with me to travel.

Intention to travel (1) I plan to travel to a resort. Jang et al., 2015

(2) I would like to travel to a resort.

(3) I am willing to spend time and money to travel to a resort.

(4) I have traveled a lot recently.

(5) I will encourage others to travel.

Response efficacy (1) There are many things I can do to make sure that I remain free of COVID-19. Rimal and Real, 2003

(2) I have the necessary skill to enact good COVID-19 measures to keep me free of
COVID-19 during trips.

(3) I have the necessary knowledge to enact good COVID-19 measures to keep me
free of COVID-19 during trips

(4) I have the necessary competencies to enact good COVID-19 measures to keep me
free of COVID-19 during the trips.

to a specific situation. Response efficacy affects the intention to
secure information (Menard et al., 2017).

Hypotheses development

Information overload and perceived
risk

When insufficient useful information is provided by a
product or service, perceived risk increases. In a situation
of information overload, doubts and uncertainty prevail and
the efficiency and quality of decision-making are reduced
(Castañeda et al., 2020). In addition, the information about
COVID-19 can be overwhelming so the causal relationship
between information overload and perceived risk during the

COVID-19 pandemic is defined in terms of the following
hypothesis:

H1: Information overload has a positive impact on the
perceived risk of travelers in the post-COVID-19 era.

Perceived risk, traveling attitude, and
intention to travel

The TPB explains the behavioral willingness mechanism.
After COVID-19, many empirical studies of travel behavior
reference the TPB theory and its mechanism. The study by
Rahmafitria et al. (2021) uses knowledge, social attention, and
implementation risk in the COVID-19 pandemic era to expand
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the TPB theory in the field of tourism. The study collected
questionnaires in Indonesia and found that subjective norms
have a greater effect than attitudes. Furthermore, the effect
of behavioral control was found to be significant. Knowledge,
perceived risks, and social concerns also significantly affect
willingness to travel.

Tasci and Sönmez (2019) noted that an individual’s attitude
is significantly affected by perceptions. Whenever there is
a decision to travel, the perceived risk is the factor that
tourists take into consideration before traveling (Beirman, 2006;
Rittichainuwat et al., 2018). Furthermore, uncertainty, chaotic
information, and the development of COVID-19 might also
confuse travel behavior.

Previous studies determined the effect of information
overload on perceived risk. More contradictory information
results in unproductive attitudes (Cavlek, 2002; Rahmafitria
et al., 2021). This study proposes that the construct of perceived
risk significantly affects traveling attitude and intention in the
COVID-19 era. The TPB also shows that traveling attitude has
a direct effect on intention. Hence, the following hypotheses are
postulated.

TABLE 2 Sample structure.

Value label Frequency Percent

Gender Male 214 41.3

Female 304 58.7

Age 20–30 years old 80 15.4

31–40 years old 302 58.3

41–50 years old 78 15.1

51–60 years old 35 6.8

61–70 years old 13 2.5

71 years old or above 10 1.9

Marital status Married 179 34.56

Unmarried 333 64.29

Other 6 1.16

Trip per year 1 110 21.2

2 155 29.9

3 67 12.9

Above 3 186 35.9

Occupation Government worker 24 4.6

Institutional personnel 51 9.8

Corporate employees 102 19.7

Business person 31 6.0

Student 193 37.3

Freelance 60 11.6

Other 57 11.0

Education Level Junior high school and below 7 1.4

High school 29 5.6

College 71 13.7

University 354 68.3

Graduate school 57 11.0

H2: Perceived risk has a negative impact on traveling
attitude in the post-COVID-19 era.

H3: Perceived risk has a negative impact on intention to
travel in the post-COVID-19 era.

H4: Traveling attitude has a positive impact on intention to
travel in the post-COVID-19 era.

Response efficacy and intention to
travel

In the context of global pandemic research, response efficacy
accurately predicts individuals’ adaptive behaviors, such as
vaccination behaviors (Davis et al., 2021). This study uses
response efficiency to determine individuals’ confidence in their
response to difficulties during the COVID-19 pandemic while
traveling. The TPB states that traveling response efficacy directly
impacts the intention to travel. Hence, the following hypotheses
can be postulated.

H5: Response efficacy has a positive impact on intention to
travel in the post-COVID-19 era.

Mediating and moderating effects

This study determines the way information overload
and perceived risk affect tourists’ intention to travel since
the COVID-19 pandemic. The greater the information
overload, the greater the perceived risk of traveling.
Furthermore, the perceived risk decreases the intention
to travel. Therefore, the mediating effect of the perceived
risk on the intention to travel is tested using the following
hypothesis:

H6: Perceived risk has a mediating effect between
information overload and intention to travel in the
post-COVID-19 era.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, government travel rules
required nucleic acid testing, wearing of masks, isolation
in hotels, and home isolation for travelers. In this way,
the opinions of others might affect the travel decisions
of potential tourists. Furthermore, research conducted by
Schepers and Wetzels (2007) analyzed subjective norms, the
technology acceptance model (TAM), and, behavioral intention.
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TABLE 3 Mean and standard deviation for items.

Variable N Mean Standard deviation Skewness Kurtosis

INO1 518 3.650 1.470 0.170 –0.530

INO2 518 3.160 1.430 0.490 –0.270

INO3 518 3.050 1.480 0.550 –0.340

INO4 518 2.900 1.540 0.620 –0.450

PR1 518 4.180 1.700 –0.210 –1.090

PR2 518 3.870 1.610 0.040 –0.960

PR3 518 3.970 1.640 0.020 –0.910

PR4 518 3.950 1.620 0.070 –0.930

PR5 518 4.030 1.630 –0.030 –0.930

PR6 518 4.610 1.580 –0.460 –0.710

IT1 518 4.190 1.680 –0.270 –0.880

IT2 518 4.290 1.700 –0.390 –0.850

IT3 518 4.130 1.690 –0.300 –0.880

IT4 518 3.310 1.650 0.350 –0.760

IT5 518 3.070 1.600 0.480 –0.680

ATT1 518 4.640 1.660 –0.560 –0.470

ATT2 518 4.320 1.660 –0.310 –0.770

ATT3 518 4.760 1.540 –0.670 –0.100

ATT4 518 4.760 1.630 –0.660 –0.340

ATT5 518 4.690 1.640 –0.480 –0.530

SUN1 518 3.680 1.630 0.010 –0.830

SUN2 518 3.320 1.460 0.110 –0.590

SUN3 518 3.540 1.570 0.000 –0.770

SUN4 518 3.300 1.660 0.210 –0.950

REE1 518 4.680 1.490 –0.490 –0.380

REE2 518 4.510 1.520 –0.320 –0.560

REE3 518 4.750 1.460 –0.490 –0.270

REE4 518 4.540 1.480 –0.300 –0.610

INO, information overload; PR, perceived risk; IT, intention to travel; ATT, attitude; SUN, subjective norm; REE, response efficacy.

The research also included moderating effects of an individual-
associated variable, a technology-associated variable, and a
dependent variable. Findings suggested a substantial impact
of the subjective norms with perceived usefulness and
intention. Moreover, moderating impacts were discovered
for each designated variable (Schepers and Wetzels, 2007).
This study proposes the use of a subjective norm as a
moderating variable to determine the significance related to
the opinions of others. Hence, the following hypothesis can be
postulated.

H7: A subjective norm has a moderating effect between
perceived risk and intention to travel in the post-COVID-
19 era.

According to the above hypothesis development, the
research framework is proposed in Figure 1.

Methodology

Data collection

To study the intention to travel after the COVID-19
epidemic, this study surveyed individuals over the age of 20.
Self-administered questionnaires and online electronic surveys
were used for data collection. Questionnaires were distributed
in major resort hotels, stations, and airports to collect data in
Hainan from 1 May 2021 to 30 May 2021. A total of 518 effective
questionnaires were collected.

Measurement instrument

The research variables for this study include the background
information for tourists and research variables. To verify the

Frontiers in Psychology 06 frontiersin.org

296

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1000541
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/


fpsyg-13-1000541 October 19, 2022 Time: 15:4 # 7

Wu et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1000541

concepts of the research variables, the operational definitions
of the following variables are explained as follows. The basic
personal data is measured in the first part of the questionnaire
and includes seven items: gender, age, marital status, occupation,
home environment, and location. All research variables are
measured using a 7-point Likert scale, for which one means
strongly disagree and seven means strongly agree. The survey
instructions for each construct are shown as follows.

This study refers to the definition of information
overload in the study by Chen et al. (2009) to
determine the effect of information overload on decision-
making for e-retail consumers. The results of that

study show that an excess of information leads to a
high degree of information overload. Four items are
excessive information, processing pressure, difficulty in
understanding information, and difficulty in obtaining
information sources.

The variable of perceived risk variable includes a total
of six items. The items were adopted and modified from a
study by Abrahão et al. (2016) that compared the mobile
phone customers for a telecommunications company in
southeastern Brazil and determined the relationship between
performance expectations, effort expectations, social influence,
and perceived risk.

TABLE 4 Reliability and convergent validity.

Dimension Scale Standardized factor loading Z-value CR AVE

INO INO2 0.560 0.818 0.607

INO3 0.866 12.731

INO4 0.871 12.747

PR PR1 0.605 0.910 0.634

PR2 0.731 13.824

PR3 0.875 15.264

PR4 0.915 15.493

PR5 0.897 15.456

PR6 0.704 13.277

IT IT1 0.928 0.923 0.711

IT2 0.941 40.891

IT3 0.941 40.247

IT4 0.687 19.586

IT5 0.672 18.859

ATT ATT1 0.876 0.937 0.749

ATT2 0.873 28.058

ATT3 0.869 27.122

ATT4 0.888 28.149

ATT5 0.819 24.357

REE REE1 0.840 0.937 0.789

REE2 0.871 25.660

REE3 0.933 28.479

REE4 0.907 26.896

CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted; INO, information overload; PR, perceived risk; IT, intention to travel; ATT, attitude; REE, response efficacy.

TABLE 5 Correlations and discriminant validity.

AVE INO PR IT ATT REE

INO 0.607 0.779

PR 0.634 0.364 0.796

IT 0.711 –0.104 –0.286 0.843

ATT 0.749 –0.052 –0.142 0.747 0.865

REE 0.789 0.001 0.000 0.067 0.000 0.888

The items on the diagonal in bold font are the square roots of the AVE; off-diagonal elements are the correlation estimates.
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TABLE 6 Model fit.

Model fit Criteria Model fit of the
proposed model

Normed Chi-square (χ2/DF) χ2/DF < 5 3.704

CFI >0.9 0.922

GFI >0.9 0.921

AGFI >0.9 0.911

TLI (NNFI) >0.9 0.912

RMSEA <0.08 0.072

The items for the traveler’s attitude were adopted and
modified from a study conducted by Paul et al. (2016), which
defined the items for consumer attitudes to green products.
This study showed that attitude and behavior control perception
for green products accurately predict purchase intentions and
subjective norms do not. The Cronbach’s α value for the attitude
construct is 0.897. This study also employs some items from
Mehrad and Mohammadi’s (2017) study, which determined
the effect of Iran’s mobile banking reputation on the adoption
rate. The results showed that word-of-mouth is the main factor
affecting users’ attitudes toward mobile banking. In terms of
the subjective norm, this study uses the items suggested by
Taufique and Vaithianathan’s (2018) study. There are five items
for subjective norm constructs.

In terms of the items for the intention to travel construct,
the items suggested by Jang et al.’s (2015) study are used. Their
study determined the relationship between precedents in terms
of environmental awareness behaviors, perceived consumer
effectiveness, environmental concerns (EC), and attitude (AT)
associated with the TPB to determine consumer behavioral
intentions (BI).

In terms of response efficacy items, this study uses those
for the study by Rimal and Real (2003), which defines response
efficacy as a subconstruct of the efficacy belief. There are four
items for the response efficacy. The items are modified to suit
this study and are available in the appendix part of the study as
Table 1.

Results

Sample structure

This study collected a total of 518 valid questionnaires in
Hainan, at airports, restaurants, hostels, and shopping malls that
are frequently visited by tourists, using a convenience sampling
method. The sample distribution is shown in Table 2. A total of
304 female respondents accounted for 58.7% of the population
and 214 male respondents accounted for 41.3%. In terms of
age, 302 people aged between 31 and 40 accounted for 58.3%,
and 80 people aged between 20 and 30 accounted for 15.4%. In

terms of marriage, 333 were unmarried, which accounted for
64.29%, and 179 were married, which accounted for 34.56%.
A total of 186 people took more than three trips per year, which
accounted for 35.9%, and 155 people took two trips per year,
which accounted for 29.9%. In terms of occupation, 193 students
accounted for 37.3% and 102 corporate employees accounted
for 19.7%. In terms of educational background, 354 university
graduates accounted for 68.3%.

Descriptive statistics analysis

The results for the descriptive statistics showed that the
average number of 2.900 for INO4 was the lowest, with 4.760
for ATT3 and ATT4 being the highest. For this study, the
value for Kurtosis was between –1.090 and –0.100. Additionally,
for Skewness the values were between –0.670 and 0.620, as
shown in Table 3. The empirical rule of Kline (2015) states
that if the absolute value for skewness is less than or equal to
2 and the absolute value for Kurtosis is less than 7, then the
variable conforms to the univariate normality. For this study,
the absolute values of skewness and kurtosis are less than 2.

Confirmatory factor analysis

This study uses a two-stage approach to verify the
proposed model using structural equation modeling (SEM),
as suggested by Anderson and Gerbing (1988). Stage 1
was associated with analyzing the variables’ validity and
reliability. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and Fornell and
Larcker criterion were used in this stage. The second stage
determined the effect of the path on the structural model and
its significance (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988; Hulland, 1999).
Mediation and moderation analysis were also conducted in
Stage 2. Furthermore, to deal with the complex proposed
research model, past studies have considered PLS as a suitable
choice for the analysis of this study (Chin and Newsted, 1999;
Zhao and Khan, 2021).

Table 4 shows the standardized factor loadings for
scales from 0.560 to 0.941, which was a reasonable range.
The composite reliability for each dimension was 0.818–
0.937, exceeding 0.7, as recommended by Nunnally (1994)
and Hair et al. (2010), so all dimensions exhibit internal
consistency. The lowest value for average variance extracted
(AVE) was 0.607, which exceeded the value of 0.5 suggested
by Fornell and Larcker (1981) and Hair et al. (1998), so all
dimensions exhibit convergent validity.

To confirm the discriminant validity, the square root of
the AVE for a dimension is compared with the correlation.
As shown in Table 5, the square root of the AVE for all
five dimensions of this study is greater than the correlation
coefficient, so the data of this study has discriminant validity
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981).
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TABLE 7 Research hypotheses testing.

Endogenous
variables

Exogenous
variables

Standardized
path coefficient

(β)

Regression weight Stand error Z-value P-value

PR INO 0.364 0.468 0.072 6.468 0.000

IT PR –0.183 –0.273 0.051 –5.399 0.000

ATT 0.721 0.761 0.042 17.930 0.000

REE 0.067 0.082 0.042 1.931 0.054

ATT PR –0.142 –0.200 0.067 –2.986 0.003

FIGURE 2

Results of the structural model. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 8 Analysis of the indirect and total effects.

Effect Regression
weight

Standard
error

Z-value P-value Lower bound of
95% CI

Upper bound
of 95% CI

INO→PR→IT (Total indirect effect) –0.199 0.042 –4.797 0.000 –0.29 –0.126

INO→PR→IT (Specific indirect effect) –0.128 0.028 –4.525 0.000 –0.191 –0.079

INO→PR→ATT→IT (Specific indirect effect) –0.071 0.03 –2.386 0.017 –0.138 –0.019

TABLE 9 Effect of a moderator.

Endogenous variables Exogenous variables Estimate Standard error Z-value P-value

IT PR –0.181 0.060 –3.023 0.002

ATT 0.574 0.051 11.231 0.000

REE 0.035 0.047 0.742 0.458

SUN 0.364 0.058 6.313 0.000

PR*SUN 0.032 0.040 0.791 0.429

Large-sample studies usually have a p-value of less than
0.05, so the SEM model fitting is easily affected by a bad
result (Schumacker and Lomax, 2004). Therefore, the model and

sample for a quantitative study must be matched and verified
using many different methods. This study uses eight methods
to test the model fit: Normed Chi-square, CFI, GFI, AGFI, TLI,
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and RMSEA (as shown in Table 6). All of the models fit criteria
signified fit according to the suggested standards.

Structural model analysis

Table 7 and Figure 2 show the results for path coefficients.
According to the results, information overload significantly
impacted perceived risk (β = 0.364, p < 0.001). Moreover, the
intention to travel was significantly impacted by perceived risk
(β =–0.183, p < 0.001) and attitude (β = 0.721, p < 0.001);
however, it was not a significantly impacted response efficacy
(β = 0.067). Furthermore, perceived risk also significantly
impacted attitude (β =–0.142, p = 0.003). These results
support the validity of the research model. A total of 13.3%
of perceived risk is explained by the information overload
construct, and 59.5% of intention to travel is explained by
perceived risk, attitude, and response efficacy constructs. In
addition, 2% of attitude is explained by the perceived risk
construct.

Analysis of mediating effects

Table 8 shows that in the total effect of INO→IT, the p-value
was less than 0.05, and the bias-corrected confidence interval
(CI) did not include 0 (CI of INO→IT = [–0.29,–0.126]).
This evidence supported the existence of the total effect. In
the indirect effect of INO→PR→IT, the p-value was also less
than 0.05 and the bias-corrected confidence interval (CI) did
not include 0 (CI of INO→PR→IT = [–0.191,–0.079]), so
the hypothesis regarding the indirect effect was supported.
The indirect effect of INO→PR→ATT→IT signified that the
p-value was less than 0.05, p<0.05, and the bias-corrected CI did
not include 0 (CI of INO→PR→ATT→IT = [–0.138,–0.019]),
thus hypotheses related to the mediating effect was supported.

Moderation effect

The subjective norm was a moderator of the proposed
model. As shown in Table 9, the interaction of perceived risk
and subjective norm to travel intention was 0.032 (z = | 0.791|
<1.96, p = 0.429). Hence, subjective norms did not exist in the
moderating effect.

Conclusion and discussion

This study determines the effect of information overload,
perceived risk, attitude, and response self-efficacy on tourists’
intention to travel in the post-COVID-19 era in Hainan,
China. It also determines whether the subjective norm regulates
tourists’ perceived risk and affects their intention to travel.

Quantitative analysis of a questionnaire verifies the causal
relationship between the research variables.

The effect of information overload on
perceived risk

In terms of a causal relationship, information overload was
in a significant association with perceived risk, so the higher
the perceived information overload, the greater would be the
perceived risk. The development of COVID-19 and an excess
of information have a significant impact on the average person.
Excessive, serious, uncertain, and professional information have
been prevalent since the COVID-19 pandemic, and because
of the Internet, an overwhelming amount of information has
increased the perception of risk.

The results of this study are similar to those of the study
by Castañeda et al. (2020) and Abbasi et al. (2021). Modern
society features an excessive amount of information, so it is
difficult to make quick decisions. The information overload item
scores for this study showed that the item with the highest
score is "Since the COVID-19 pandemic, I feel that there is too
much travel information." The item with the lowest score was
"Since the COVID-19 pandemic, I don’t know where to find the
information I need."

The results of this study showed that there is a significant
increase in the perception of travel risk due to information
overload. The plethora of COVID-19-related prevention and
travel-related information means that a government should
use propaganda and its credibility to reduce the deleterious
effect of information overload. Various governments used the
same accountability window to publish important messages
through the media and to clearly convey correct instructions
through simple procedures. This is common practice during this
COVID-19 pandemic.

The effect of perceived risk, attitude,
and response self-efficacy on intention
to travel

The impact of perceived risk on intention to travel was
statistically significant. The greater the perceived risk, the
lower the willingness to travel. These results were also realized
by Rahmafitria et al. (2021). In the post-COVID-19 era, the
perceived risk of tourism is an influencing factor for the
intention to travel.

The regression coefficient for perceived risk to intention
to travel was - 0.273, which was statistically significant. The
greater the perceived risk, the lower the willingness to travel.
These results were also realized by Rahmafitria et al. (2021) for
the post-COVID-19 era. The perceived risk of tourism is an
influencing factor for tourism willingness.
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In terms of the scores for the perceived risk items, the
item with the highest score is: "Since the new crown epidemic,
tourism will increase uncertainty." On the other hand, the item
with the lowest score is: "Since the COVID-19 pandemic, I have
not felt well protected.” Therefore, although uncertainty about
travel has increased significantly, individuals have confidence in
self-protection.

According to the findings of the research study, it can
be implied that the attitude toward planning behavior theory
is a factor that influences intention. The attitude of tourists
is the decisive factor and determines tourists’ intention to
travel. Hence forth, perceived risk had a significant impact
on tourism attitude. The highest score for intention to travel
was for "I would like to travel to the resort." The lowest
score was "I will encourage others to travel." This shows that
individuals are willing to travel but are unwilling to encourage
others to travel. This result is similar to that of the effect of
adjustment for this study.

The effect of response self-efficacy on intention to travel
was not significant. For response self-efficacy, the highest score
was for the item "I have the necessary knowledge for good
COVID-19 measures in keeping me free of COVID-19 during
the trips." This shows that most individuals are confident in their
knowledge of self-protection measures for the COVID-19 virus.

Mediating and moderating effects

In terms of mediation effects, information overload had
an indirect effect on the intention to travel through perceived
risk. Information overload also had a chain-like mediation effect
on the intention to travel through perceived risk and traveling
attitude. Subjective norms define the importance of third-party
opinions regarding traveling in the post-COVID-19 era. This
study has different results from that by Rahmafitria et al. (2021).
The subjective norms for this study did not play an important
role. It is possible that travelers did not pay too much attention
to other people’s perspectives.

Theoretical contributions

This research has a variety of theoretical insights. The
statistical result of the study validates the applicability of
information overload, perceived risk, and TPB in affecting
the tourists’ intention to travel. First, this research represents
the investigator’s intent to the crucial moderating role of
the subjective norm between perceived risk and intention to
travel. This investigation aimed to uncover the post-expenditure
interests of the tourists and investigate the gap between the
proclaimed perceived risks and the real intention to travel.
Second, by incorporating the extended TPB framework, the
paper expands the present amount of research on the tourism
industry. Third, the existing research encompasses the notion

of information overload to the tourist intention to travel.
This suggests the responsibility of information overload in
the tourism business and its capability to affect the inner
attitude of the tourists. Finally, the relationships investigated
in this research deliver several prospects for tourism industry
managers that would aid them to reconsider their current set of
approaches to maintaining and drawing tourists.

Practical implications

The research has several practical suggestions for
corporate executives and practitioners. First, the recognition
of information overload aspects that impact the tourist
intention procedure will support the industries to reform
their policies to improve tourists’ trust and improve their
intention to travel, which can be achieved by placing several
computer-generated checks on the internet. Second, current
research demonstrates that the tourist is affected by extreme
socialization, and its associated need for spontaneous reaction
further enhances societal pressure (Zubair et al., 2022).
Government administrators and hotel managers can limit the
number of tourists at the tourist destination with the help
of implementing virtual limits on the number of bookings
every day. Third, the latest information technology research
implies that information overload leads to adverse results
(Zubair et al., 2022). Practitioners can restrict the information
on the internet. Furthermore, as per the literature explained
in this research study, it can be implied that tourists are
more concerned regarding health procedures. Hence, the
practitioners are required to guarantee that health-associated
sanitary procedures are taken at tourist destinations.

Research limitations and future
research directions

The results of this study pertain only to travelers in Hainan
Province, China. The COVID-19 pandemic is lengthy and
there are many types of mutated viruses. Vaccines are being
administered, but there is still a lot of unclear information.
Information overload is an ongoing issue. Future studies are
advised to focus on the individuals’ response to life after
COVID-19, in terms of travel needs, entertainment, work,
and schooling. Furthermore, future research studies can also
focus to tackle the issue of information overload. Also, future
verification studies will provide a reference for decision-
making. Lastly, since this research study is conducted in China,
which is an emerging economy, hence this study can be
replicated in other emerging economies. Furthermore, future
researchers can gain more insights by implementing the research
model in developed economies. Finally, future researchers can
also conduct a comparative analysis between emerging and
developing economies.
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Because of the rising labor costs and the trade impact after joining the

World Trade Organization, the textile industry in Taiwan has encountered

many operational and production problems and obstacles. In addition, the

lack of knowledge and resources for the digital transformation required to

improve business performance has led to poor production and decision-

making efficiency, and stagnant R&D for textile product innovation. In order to

improve business operations, enhance customer satisfaction and experience,

increase efficiency and reduce manual error, this study was conducted

with senior executives and company managers in Taiwan’s textile industry

as the target population. The knowledge, technological resources, and

competitive pressure of digital transformation are the independent variables.

The organizational innovation atmosphere is the moderating variable. The

study analyzes the impact of digital transformation on the intention of

enterprises. The results of the study show that the knowledge of digital

transformation, technological resources, and the competitive pressure of

the textile industry positively and significantly affect their perceived benefits

of digital transformation. Digital transformation knowledge, technological

resources, and competitive pressure will negatively and significantly affect

the perceived risk of digital transformation. The perceived benefits and risks

of digital transformation are related to the intention of digital transformation

of enterprises. The organizational innovation atmosphere of the textile

industry positively moderates the influence of perceived benefits on digital

transformation intention. Finally, based on the research findings, this study

provides practical recommendations to senior executives and company

managers in the textile industry. It is also recommended to promote the digital

transformation of related software and hardware vendors and government

agencies, as well as the subsequent related research reference.

KEYWORDS

digital transformation knowledge, technology resources, competitive pressure,
perceived benefits, perceived risk, innovative atmosphere, digital transformation
intention
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Introduction

From 1970 to 1980, the textile industry was the most
important industry and economic pillar in Taiwan. However,
the textile industry began to be labeled as the main reason
for environmental pollution as the public became more
environmentally conscious around 1990 (Chen and Kai-Fang,
2007). In addition, the rising labor cost and the impact of
Taiwan’s participation in the World Trade Organization have
caused the industry to move out of the country. As a result,
the textile industry has been called a sunset industry. To
differentiate their products, the textile industry in Taiwan
has invested in functional fabric research and development,
production, and improvement of production processes and
other textile technologies (Lu et al., 2018). To date, there
are still more than 4,000 textile factories in Taiwan. More
than 140,000 people are employed in the industry (Taiwan
Textile Federation, 2021). Although the textile industry can
still survive in Taiwan, it still faces overlapping division of
labor, inefficient manual production lines, and poor order and
equipment management (Huang et al., 2021); most of these
are due to inadequate digital management (Hadjitchoneva,
2020). Scholars have therefore proposed digital transformation
to help companies improve the aforementioned problems.
This includes improving business models and operational
processes, improving performance, bringing value to customers,
reducing human error, and increasing efficiency (Meena and
Parimalarani, 2020).

Recent studies have also mentioned the influences of
digital transformation. Bygstad et al. (2017) examined
the digital transformation of Scandinavian Airlines in
Sweden. The study mentioned the relationship between
employees’ digital knowledge and their involvement in
digital transformation. In addition, Fenech et al. (2019)
investigated the impact of technology resources on the
digitalization of companies through interviews with
corporate executives in the United Arab Emirates using a
qualitative study. The scholars suggest that the technology
resources possessed by companies affect the effectiveness
of their digitalization policies. However, Lutfi et al. (2022)
examined the factors that influence the use of big data
by Jordanian SMEs during their digital transformation
process. The results show that competitive pressures do
not significantly affect the use of big data. Other studies
affecting the intention of digital transformation include
Lin et al. (2020), which investigated the factors influencing
the intention of transformation in Chinese agricultural
e-commerce. The results of the study show that the perceived
benefits of enterprises positively and significantly affect their
e-business transformation intentions. Liébana-Cabanillas
et al. (2020) explored the intention to use mobile payment
systems among members of the Spanish community.
The results showed that the perceived risk negatively

influenced the intention to use. Shen et al. (2021) explored
the correlation between learning innovation climate and
innovation behavior among Chinese nursing students.
The results indicated that their learning and innovation
climate was positively correlated with their innovation
behavior.

The aforementioned study revealed that in addition
to competitive pressure, digital knowledge, technological
resources, perceived benefits, perceived risks, and
organizational innovation atmosphere were all related to
or significantly influenced by respondents’ intention to
transform digitization. Since the aforementioned study is
different from the textile industry, this study still includes
competitive pressure in the survey. To summarize the
above, this study takes the senior executives and corporate
leaders of Taiwan’s textile industry as the target population.
The knowledge of digital transformation, the company’s
technological resources, and the competitive pressure are
the independent variables. The organizational innovation
atmosphere is the moderating variable. The impact on
the intention of digital transformation is investigated.
The objectives of the study are first, to understand the
current status of the seven research variables in the textile
industry in Taiwan. Second, to confirm the validity of the
research questions and assumptions through statistical
analysis. Third, to provide practical suggestions to the
responsible persons in the textile industry based on the
research results. To promote the digital transformation
of software and hardware vendors and government
agencies, and to provide a reference for subsequent
research.

Literature review and research
hypotheses

Digital transformation knowledge

Liere-Netheler et al. (2018) define digital transformation
as the use of new digital technologies. This includes social
media, mobile devices, analytics, or embedded devices to
achieve significant business improvements. Examples include
enhancing the customer experience, streamlining operations,
or creating new business models. Goerzig and Bauernhansl
(2018) defined digital transformation as the process of change
in which firms use computer information technology to
enhance competitiveness and develop new value. In summary,
this study defines the knowledge of digital transformation as
follows. The use of new digital information technologies by
textile companies. The knowledge needed to achieve business
improvement, enhance competitiveness, and create new
business models, such as enhancing customer experience,
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streamlining operations, and developing new corporate
value.

Perceived benefits

Zheng et al. (2018) defined perceived benefits as the
perceived degree to which teaching objectives are accomplished
and teaching productivity is enhanced through learning systems.
Guidry et al. (2020) performed a quantitative analysis of
tweets from the health care sector in 12 countries and
defined various methods to effectively reduce personal threats.
In summary, this study defines perceived benefits as the
perceived extent to which textile companies can reduce
corporate threats, achieve corporate goals, and increase product
productivity through digital transformation. Moumtzidis et al.
(2022) conducted a study on the digital transformation of
telecommunication companies through the Internet of things
and big data analysis. The results indicate that the data quality
knowledge associated with digital transformation positively
and significantly affects the perceived benefits of digital
transformation systems. Reinartz et al. (2019) examined the
threat of digital transformation of online shopping to traditional
stores. The study points out that the digital transformation
of enterprises includes the personalization of enterprises,
the integration of the workplace, and the automation of
interactions between departments to improve knowledge and
enhance the perceived benefits to customers. In summary,
this study concludes that the increase in knowledge of
digital transformation in the textile industry will increase its
perceived benefits. Therefore, this study proposes the following
hypothesis:

H1: The knowledge of digital transformation in the textile
industry will positively and significantly affect the perceived
benefits of digital transformation.

Perceived risk

Utami et al. (2018) defined perceived risk as the risk
of uncertainty felt when customers cannot predict the
consequences of their purchase decisions. Natsir et al.
(2021) defined perceived risk as the subjective expectation
of loss perceived by an individual on the outcome of
behavior. In summary, this study defines perceived risk
as the subjective expectation of uncertainty in the textile
industry during the digital transformation process. This
study defines perceived risk as the subjective expectation
of uncertainty due to uncertainty or unpredictability of the
transformation outcome. Hemker et al. (2021) interviewed
senior managers of companies about their perceptions of

digital transformation and analyzed them through qualitative
research methods. The results showed that the knowledge
level of managers about digital transformation was related
to the perceived risk of digital transformation. This study
concludes that the perceived risk of digital transformation in
the textile industry will decrease as the knowledge of digital
transformation increases. Therefore, this study proposes the
following hypothesis:

H2: The knowledge of digital transformation in textile
industry will negatively and significantly affect its perceived
risk of digital transformation.

Technology resources

Mikalef and Pateli (2016) examine the association
between employee technological capabilities and competitive
performance. The study defines technology resources as
the firm’s technology infrastructure, IT resources related to
the firm’s objectives, and the technical skills of employees.
Ceric (2016) defines technology resources as technology
assets and technology capabilities that prevent firms from
threatening and exploiting market opportunities. This
study defines technological resources as the technological
infrastructure that can be used by the textile industry to
avoid threats and exploit market opportunities, information-
based resources that are relevant to the textile industry’s
objectives, and the IT skills of employees. Kuan and Chau
(2001) studied the factors influencing the use of EDI by
over 500 small firms in Hong Kong and mentioned that
technology resources were associated with perceived benefits.
Therefore, this study concludes that the perceived benefits
of the textile industry will increase with the increase in
technological resources. Therefore, the following hypothesis is
proposed:

H3: The technological resources of the textile industry will
positively and significantly affect its perceived benefits of
digital transformation.

Alotaibi (2014) integrates perceived risk, other factors, and
the Technology Acceptance Model. The impact on the use of
cloud computing was investigated. The study mentioned that
IT resources are related to perceived risk. In this study, it is
suggested that the perceived risk in the textile industry will
decrease with the increase of technology resources. Therefore,
the following hypothesis is proposed:

H4: The technological resources of the textile industry
will negatively and significantly affect its perceived risk of
digital transformation.
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Competitive pressure

Soewarno et al. (2020) defined competitive pressure as the
level of competitive atmosphere in the industry, and Alaskar
et al. (2021) defined competitive pressure as the pressure
felt by the industry to remain competitive. In this study,
competitive pressure is defined as the level of pressure felt by
the textile industry from its peers to remain competitive, and
the level of competitive atmosphere. Oliveira and Martins (2010)
compared the impact of competitive pressures and perceived
benefits on the use of e-commerce by firms in the tourism
and telecommunications industries in several countries of the
European Union. The study mentions that competitive pressure
is positively related to perceived benefits. Therefore, this study
suggests that the perceived benefits of the textile industry will
increase as the competitive pressure increases. Therefore, the
following hypotheses are proposed:

H5: Competitive pressure in the textile industry will
positively and significantly affect the perceived benefits of
digital transformation.

Purwandari et al. (2019) studied the impact of peer
competitive pressure, perceived risk, and corporate top
management on the use of e-commerce and social networks to
enhance business objectives among Indonesian SMEs. The study
mentioned that competitive pressure is related to perceived risk.
Therefore, this study suggests that the perceived risk of the
textile industry decreases as the competitive pressure increases.
Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H6: Competitive pressure in the textile industry will
negatively and significantly affect the perceived risk of
digital transformation.

Digital transformation intention

In Ajzen (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior study,
intention is defined as the perceived probability of an
individual to perform a particular behavior. Ruangkanjanases
et al. (2020) defined intention as the indication that an
individual performs a behavior and as the antecedent of
that behavior. To summarize the above and the previous
definitions of digital transformation, this study defines the
intention of digital transformation. The perceived probability
that a textile company will use new information technology
to enhance competitiveness and develop new corporate
value behaviors. To increase the intention to shop online,
Kim et al. (2004) investigated the factors influencing the
antecedents of online search intention. The results of the
study confirmed that the perceived benefits of online shopping

would positively and significantly affect the intention to shop
online. Therefore, this study concluded that the perceived
benefits of digital transformation in the textile industry would
increase, and the intention of digital transformation would
increase accordingly. Therefore, the following hypotheses are
proposed:

H7: The perceived benefits of digital transformation in the
textile industry will positively and significantly affect their
intention to transform digitally.

Tang et al. (2020) analyzed the impact of perceived
risk factors on the intention to use financial technology
(FinTech, Sabah, Malaysia) among Malaysians. The results
of the study indicated that financial risk, legal risk, and
operational risk among the perceived risks negatively and
significantly affected their intention to use FinTech. Lee and
Lyu (2019) investigated the impact of perceived risks and
perceived usefulness on IT adoption by using elderly people
as the study subjects, and the results indicated that perceived
risks of elderly people negatively affect their adoption of self-
service technologies. Nguyen and Huynh (2018) analyzed the
impact of perceived risk and trust on IT adoption of e-payment
and found that perceived risk has a negative impact on IT
adoption of e-payment. Therefore, this study concludes that
an increase in the perceived risk of digital transformation in
the textile industry will lead to a decrease in the intention of
digital transformation. Therefore, the following hypotheses are
proposed:

H8: The perceived risk of digital transformation in the
textile industry will negatively and significantly affect the
intention of digital transformation.

Organizing an innovative atmosphere

Chen et al. (2020) define organizational innovation climate
as the extent to which employees perceive that the organization
supports and encourages innovative behaviors. He (2013)
identified organizational innovation climate as the extent to
which employees perceive that the workplace can build new
ideas and promote them. In summary, this study defines
organizational innovation climate as the extent to which
employees in textile companies perceive that their organizations
support and encourage new ideas and innovative behaviors.
Lei et al. (2021) investigated the effect of authentic leadership
on team creativity through an organizational innovation
atmosphere in an innovative factory in China. The study
investigated the effect of authentic leadership on team
creativity through an organizational innovation atmosphere.
The results indicated that the organizational innovation
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climate moderated the effect between authentic leadership
and team creativity. Arokiasamy et al. (2021) investigated the
impact of management knowledge on corporate innovation
technology through organizational innovation culture in
Malaysian international firms. The research results show that
organizational innovation culture has a moderating effect
between management knowledge and corporate innovation
technology. The aforementioned studies on team creativity
and corporate innovation technology point to the moderating
effect of organizational innovation climate and organizational
innovation culture. Therefore, this study suggests that there is
a moderating effect between perceived benefits, perceived risks,
and digital transformation intention in textile organizations.
Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H9: The organizational innovation atmosphere will
positively moderate the impact of perceived benefits on the
intention of digital transformation.

H10: The organizational innovation atmosphere will
positively moderate the impact of perceived risk on digital
transformation intentions.

Materials and methods

This study takes the intention of digital transformation as
the main focus. In addition, digital transformation knowledge,
technological resources, and competitive pressure are the
independent variables. The organizational innovation
atmosphere is the moderating variable. The impact on the
digital transformation intention of Taiwan’s textile industry is
explored. Based on the literature in Chapter 2, the structure of
this study is shown in the Figure 1.

Research subjects and data collection

This study explores the factors influencing the digital
transformation intention of Taiwan’s textile industry. The target
population was senior executives and corporate managers in
the Taiwan textile industry. The survey was conducted using an
online questionnaire to collect data. A total of 473 respondents
were collected. After removing invalid questionnaires, the total
number of valid questionnaires is 450. Based on the proposed
formula of sample size requirement by Creative Research
Systems (2022), the statistical confidence level of 95% and
the confidence interval of 5% were set. The total number of
executives and responsible persons in the textile industry in
Taiwan, with a sample size of 384, meets the requirement of
sample size.

Measurement scales

The scale investigated the basic personal information of the
study subjects, including gender, marriage, education level, and
monthly income. A 5-point Likert scale was used to measure
their opinions on all study variables. The scale ranged from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Expert scholars were
invited to review and give their opinions on the questionnaire
items after the scale design.

1. Digital Transformation Knowledge Scale: The digital
transformation knowledge scale is referred to as the digital
transformation scale by Westerman et al. (2014) and the
digital business strategy scale by Bharadwaj et al. (2013).
Based on the two previous studies, this study modified
the digital transformation knowledge scale to include the
questions “The company has the necessary knowledge of
digital transformation.” and “The company knows using
the digital platform.” A total of five measurement items
were designed.

2. Technology Resource Scale: The technology resources
scale refers to the IT infrastructure resources scale by
Mao et al. (2016) and the IT resources scale by Ray et al.
(2005). In this study, the technology resources scale was
modified to fit the study context to include questions
such as “The quality of our company’s digital applications
and services can meet the needs of each organization.”
and “The company has an adequate technology base for
digitization.” A total of five measurement items were
designed.

3. Competitive Pressure Scale: The competitive pressure scale
is based on the same constructs of Gutierrez et al. (2015)
and Habiboglu and Pirtini (2021). In this study, the
competitive pressure scale was adapted to the study context
with the questions “I am worried that my company will
lose its competitive advantage.” and “I am worried that the
competitiveness of my peers will overtake my company.” A
total of three items were designed.

4. Perceived Benefits Scale: The perceived benefit scale was
referred by De Oña et al. (2016) and Kumar and Babu
(2017) for the same construct name perceived benefit scale.
In this study, the perceived benefits scale was adapted to
the study context to include questions such as “I think
digital transformation is beneficial to the company.” and “I
think digital transformation can improve the quality of the
company’s products or services.” A total of five questions
were designed.

5. Perceived Risk Scale: The perceived risk scale was referred
to Chang (2010) and Shibchurn and Yan (2015) for the
same construct name the perceived risk scale. In this
study, the perceived risk scale was modified according
to the study context to include questions such as “I
think that digital transformation will reduce the company’s
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FIGURE 1

Theoretical model.

TABLE 1 Sample structure.

Category Label Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 233 51.8

Female 217 48.2

Marriage Married 434 96.4

Unmarried 16 3.6

Education level High school and below 144 32.0

College and bachelor’s degree 156 34.7

Master’s degree and above 150 33.3

Monthly income 30,000 and below 72 16.0

30,001–50,000 99 22.0

50,001–100,000 103 22.9

100,001 and above 176 39.1

profitability” and “I am concerned that there will be
some unacceptable errors in using the functions of digital
transformation.” A total of five measurement items were
designed.

6. Organizational Innovation Atmosphere Scale: The
Organizational Atmosphere for Innovation Scale is
referenced from the Organization support of creativity
scale (Saether, 2019) and the Support for Innovation Scale
by Siegel and Kaemmerer (1978). To synthesize the two
previous studies, this study modified the organizational
innovation climate scale according to the study context to
include questions such as “Our company’s innovative ideas
are respected by our leadership.” and “Our organizations
are open to change.” A total of seven measurement items
were designed.

7. Digital Transformation Intention Scale: The digital
transformation intention scale in this study is based
on Piccinini et al. (2015) and the definition of digital
transformation intention in Chapter 2 of this study. It
also refers to Liébana-Cabanillas et al. (2020) intention
to use the technology system scale and Cãpuşneanu et al.

(2021) Intention to use Industry 4.0 scale. According to
the context, the questions of the previous study scale were
“The Company intends to use new digital technologies
to achieve significant business improvements.” and
“The Company intends to use new digital technologies
to enhance customer experience.” A total of four
measurement items were designed.

Data processing and analysis
methodology

In this study, the questionnaires were analyzed, and
demographic statistics and inferential statistics were examined
by using SPSS 23.0 and SmartPLS 3.0 for the valid samples
collected. Data analysis methods include the following:

1. Frequency distribution of samples: The distribution and
percentages of the sample by gender, marriage, age,
education level, and monthly frequency.
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TABLE 2 Reliability and convergent validity.

Construct Item Factor loading Cronbach’s alpha Composite reliability Average variance extracted (AVE)

Competitive pressure CPS1 0.818 0.782 0.873 0.696

CPS2 0.835

CPS3 0.849

Digital transformation intention DTI1 0.943 0.959 0.970 0.889

DTI2 0.947

DTI3 0.944

DTI4 0.939

Digital transformation knowledge DTK1 0.703 0.839 0.886 0.610

DTK2 0.798

DTK3 0.801

DTK4 0.835

DTK5 0.761

Perceived benefits PBT1 0.797 0.851 0.893 0.627

PBT2 0.748

PBT3 0.810

PBT4 0.821

PBT5 0.780

Perceived risk PRK1 0.756 0.863 0.901 0.646

PRK2 0.838

PRK3 0.808

PRK4 0.815

PRK5 0.797

Technology resources TRS1 0.826 0.880 0.912 0.675

TRS2 0.826

TRS3 0.818

TRS4 0.816

TRS5 0.822

TABLE 3 Discriminant validity.

CPS DTI DTK PBT PRK TRS

CPS 0.834

DTI 0.248 0.943

DTK 0.585 0.253 0.781

PBT 0.635 0.488 0.559 0.792

PRK 0.536 0.496 0.495 0.664 0.803

TRS 0.585 0.268 0.447 0.548 0.513 0.821

CPS, competitive pressure; DTI, digital transformation intention; DTK, digital
transformation knowledge; PBT, perceived benefits; PRK, perceived risk; TRS,
technology resources. The diagonal value is the square root of AVE. The bold values are
the square root of average variance extracted (AVE).

2. Outer model analysis: The construct validity of the
outer model was examined by the standardized factor
loadings, reliability and average variance extracted (AVE).
The correlation coefficients between the constructs were
compared using the root of the AVE to examine the
discriminant validity.

3. Structural model evaluation: The examinations included
the goodness of fit test and direct hypotheses between each
construct through path analysis. The empirical data were
estimated by using Partial Least Squares.

Data analysis

Descriptive analysis

The target population of this study was senior executives
and responsible persons in the textile industry in Taiwan, with
a total of 450 valid samples. In terms of gender, the majority
of respondents were male, with 233 respondents accounting for
51.8% of the total number of respondents. In terms of marriage,
the majority of respondents were married, with 434 respondents
accounting for 96.4% of the total number of respondents. In
terms of education level, college and bachelor’s degrees were the
most common, with 456 respondents accounting for 34.7% of
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the total number of respondents. In terms of monthly income,
the majority of respondents were above TWD 100,001, with a
total of 176 respondents accounting for 39.1%. Table 1 shows
that the majority of the monthly income was above 100,001,
accounting for 39.1%.

Outer model analysis

The goodness of Fit is an overall indicator of the measured
model. When its value is 0.1, it is a weak fit, 0.25 is a medium fit,
and 0.36 is a strong fit (Vinzi et al., 2010). In this study, the fit
was 0.518, indicating a strong fit.

Assessment of the measurement model includes convergent
validity and discriminant validity. As shown in Table 2,
the range of factor loadings for all constructs in this study
was 0.873–0.947, which were greater than 0.7. The range of
Cronbach’s alpha values was 0.782–0.959, which were greater
than 0.7. And the range of composite reliability was 0.873–0.970,
which were greater than 0.7. Moreover, the range of average
variance extracted was 0.610–0.889, all of which were greater
than the value of 0.5 suggested by Hair et al. (2010). The results
show that all the constructs have sufficient convergent validity.

Fornell and Larcker (1981) present a method for assessing
the discriminant validity, which compares the AVE of each
construct with the shared variance between constructs. If the
AVE for each construct is greater than its shared variance
with any other construct, discriminant validity is supported.
As shown in Table 3, the diagonal values are greater than the
correlation coefficients between the constructs. This indicates
that the model has reasonable discriminant validity between
the constructs and is suitable for the second step of inner
model analysis. In this study, discriminant validity analysis
was conducted using the average variance extracted quantity
as shown in the Table 3. The diagonal values are larger than
the correlation coefficients among the facets, which indicates
the discriminant validity among the variables. Also, most of
the average variance extracted were larger than the squared
correlation coefficients, indicating that the results of this study
have discriminant validity.

Inner model analysis

As shown in Table 4, the path coefficient of Digital
Transformation Knowledge on Perceived Benefits is 0.249, with
a p-value = 0.000 < 0.05, so H1 is supported. The path coefficient
of Digital Transformation Knowledge on Perceived Risk is
0.233, with a p-value = 0.007 < 0.05, so H2 is supported.
The path coefficient of Technology Resources on Perceived
Benefits is 0.228, with a p-value = 0.000 < 0.05, so H3 is
supported. The path coefficient of Technology Resources on
Perceived Risk is 0.265, with a p-value = 0.000 < 0.05, so H4

is supported. The path coefficient of Competitive Pressure on
Perceived Benefits is 0.356, with a p-value = 0.000 < 0.05, so
H5 is supported. Research hypothesis 6: The path coefficient
of Competitive Pressure on Perceived Risk is 0.245, with a
p-value = 0.003 < 0.05, so H6 is supported. The path coefficient
of Perceived Benefits on Digital Transformation Intention is
0.285, with a p-value = 0.002 < 0.05, so H7 is supported. The
path coefficient of Perceived Risk on Digital Transformation
Intention is 0.307, with a p-value = 0.001 < 0.05, so H8 is
supported.

Competitive Pressure, Digital Transformation and
Technology Resources explain 49.0% of the Perceived Benefits.
The Competitive Pressure, Digital Transformation and
Technology Re-sources have the 39.2% exploratory power
on the Perceived Risk. Perceived Benefits and Perceived Risk
can explain 29.1% of the Digital Transformation Intention.
The values of Q-square for Perceived Benefits (Q2 = 0.303),
Perceived Risk (Q2 = 0.243), and Digital Transformation
Intention (Q2 = 0.255) are greater than zero, indicating that our
proposed model has sufficient predictive power (Chin, 1998;
Henseler et al., 2009). Figure 2 shows the inner model analysis
results.

Moderating effect

As shown in Table 5, the path coefficient of moderating
effect PBT × IAE→DTI is 0.233 (t-value = 4.371 > 1.96,
p-value = 0.000 < 0.05), indicating that H9 is supported.
The path coefficient of moderating effect PRK × IAE→DTI
is −0.089 (t-value = 1.492 < 1.96, p-value = 0.136 > 0.05),
indicating that H10 is not supported.

Conclusion and discussion

Academic contributions

After empirical analysis, the results of this study validate that
knowledge of digital transformation, technological resources,
and competitive pressure in the textile industry positively
and significantly affect the perceived benefits of digital
transformation. These three direct effects were found to be
the same or similar to the results of previous studies by
Kuan and Chau (2001), Oliveira and Martins (2010), and
Moumtzidis et al. (2022), respectively. The results are the same
across the different study contexts because the knowledge of
digital transformation in the telecom and textile industries
has improved and employees are more likely to understand
the benefits of digital transformation. Secondly, SMEs and
the textile industry have more technological resources and
can better understand the benefits of using EDI and digital
transformation. In addition, the competitive pressure from the
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TABLE 4 Outer model results.

Hypothesis Path coefficients Standard deviation T-values P-values Q2

CPS→PBT 0.356 0.069 5.145 0.000 0.303

DTK→PBT 0.249 0.059 4.214 0.000

TRS→PBT 0.228 0.085 2.693 0.007

CPS→PRK 0.245 0.083 2.956 0.003 0.243

DTK→PRK 0.233 0.085 2.722 0.007

TRS→PRK 0.265 0.092 2.886 0.004

PBT→DTI 0.285 0.094 3.031 0.002 0.255

PRK→DTI 0.307 0.089 3.464 0.001

CPS, competitive pressure; DTI, digital transformation intention; DTK, digital transformation knowledge; PBT, perceived benefits; PRK, perceived risk; TRS, technology resources.
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FIGURE 2

Structural equation modeling (SEM) statistical model diagram. **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

TABLE 5 Analysis of moderating effect.

Path Path coefficients Standard deviation T-values P-values

PBT× IAE→DTI 0.233 0.053 4.371 0.000

PRK× IAE→DTI −0.089 0.060 1.492 0.136

PBT, perceived benefits; PRK, perceived risk; IAE, innovation atmosphere; DTI, digital transformation intention.

tourism, telecom and textile industries will urge the industry to
accelerate the digitalization of their operations. Therefore, they
have more experience in IT hardware and software, and can
feel more benefits from digital transformation. In addition, the
knowledge, technological resources, and competitive pressure
of digital transformation in the textile industry negatively and
significantly affect their perceived risk of digital transformation.
These three direct effects were found to be the same or
similar to the results of previous studies by Alotaibi (2014),
Purwandari et al. (2019), and Hemker et al. (2021), respectively.
Furthermore, the perceived benefits and risks of digital
transformation in the textile industry significantly affect the
intention of digital transformation positively and negatively,
respectively. These two direct effects were found to be the same
or similar to the results of previous studies by Kim et al. (2004)
and Tang et al. (2020), respectively. In terms of the moderating
effect, the organizational innovation atmosphere in the textile

industry positively moderates the effect of perceived benefits
on the intention to transform digitally. This moderating effect
was found to be similar to the results of Lei et al. (2021). The
possible reason why H10 is not supported is that there is a
part of the textile industry in Taiwan that is resistant to digital
transformation. These companies have a lot of senior employees
and older executives. These members of the company and the
work environment do not have a sense of what an innovative
atmosphere is, and therefore do not influence their perceived
risk.

Practical implications

This study combines relevant research with the textile
industry context to propose the following recommendations. It
is used to strengthen the knowledge, technological resources,
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and innovation atmosphere of the textile industry for digital
transformation, and to enhance the sense of competitive
crisis among senior executives and responsible persons.
This will increase their competitive pressure and influence
their intention of digital transformation. First, regularly
hold industrial innovation seminars for employees. This is
to enhance the knowledge of digital transformation and
to strengthen the digital power of employees. Second, IT
department staff should take the initiative to visit each
other with information supply chain vendors. Through supply
chain vendors, companies can understand the use of digital
transformation IT technologies by their peers. By providing the
necessary technology resources for the digital transformation
of enterprises, the company can reduce time and cost wastage
and improve decision-making and production efficiency. Third,
the Textile Industry Association (TIA) can help the industry
understand customer needs through digital transformation
software and hardware vendors. The knowledge, skills, and
resources required for innovative product design are identified
through the customization process. Through employee training,
employees can accumulate confidence in digital transformation,
thereby enhancing perceived benefits, and reducing perceived
risks. Fourth, companies should eliminate plagiarism and
imitation, and provide the necessary resources for innovation.
The top management should take the lead in encouraging
innovation and forgiving failure. They should not criticize any
innovative speech and allow employees to have the freedom of
creative ideas to create a good innovative atmosphere.

Research limitations and future works

This study is subject to some limitations. First, the study
was conducted on senior executives and company managers
in the textile industry in Taiwan. It did not investigate
the attitudes of general employees that might affect the
intention of digital transformation. Future research should
include employees from different levels. In addition, the
attitudes of the study participants toward digital transformation
may affect their willingness to fill out the questionnaire.
This may affect the validity of the results. Furthermore, to

improve the model and further understand the influence
of other factors on the intention of digital transformation,
other factors that affect the intention of digital transformation
in the textile industry can be included in the future.
Finally, this study only examines the digital transformation
intentions of Taiwan’s textile industry. In the future, the
factors influencing digital transformation intentions can be
examined from the perspective of different countries and
types of enterprises.
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E�ective grassroots governance is the foundation for the stability of state

power, but the “invalid busyness” behavior of a few grassroots cadres has

seriously deteriorated the local political ecology. In order to gain a deeper

understanding of the mechanism of “invalid busyness” behavior of grassroots

cadres, this paper, following the analysis of typological research and combined

with publicly available data, classifies the “invalid busyness” behavior of

grassroots cadres into eight types, including hedging and self-preservation,

drifting with the stream, patchwork response, conforming old rulers, replacing

targets, blame avoidance, trace doctrine, and self-waiver. It is found that

the “invalid busyness” behavior of grassroots cadres is shaped by the risk

society paradox, local management paradox, incentive intensity paradox

and technical governance paradox, and the “invalid busyness” behavior of

grassroots cadres needs to be corrected from the four-dimensional logic of

incentive, restraint, deep care, and strict control. This study systematically

describes the manifestation, causes and correction mechanism of the “invalid

busyness” behavior of grassroots cadres, which enriches and expands the

theoretical research on the performance behavior of grassroots cadres.

Systematic review registration: https://osf.io/h5wgj.

KEYWORDS

grassroots cadres, Invalid Busyness, cadre incentive, grassroots governance, taking-

charge behaviors

Introduction

With the rise of the New Public Management (NPM) movement in the 1970s, the

issue of “bureaucracy disease” has increasingly come to the forefront of academia and has

become an important topic in public management research (Bozeman, 2000; Ma, 2010).

The new form of the bureaucratic disease is the “invalid busyness” of public officials,

which is mainly reflected in “red tape,” “traceism,” and “formalism” (Merton, 1940;

Bozeman, 2000; Yan and Yang, 2019). Not only does it reduce administrative efficiency,

but it can also inhibit the work dynamics of public officials, which has a negative impact

on the development of public service motivation (Moynihan and Pandey, 2007).

In fact, the “invalid busyness” behavior of public officials not only consumes a lot of

resources and energy, but also is a persistent problem in national governance. TheOxford

Dictionary defines red tape as “unnecessary and cumbersome rules and regulations,

which usually lead to delays and difficulties” (Ma, 2010). Peyrefitte (2006), a French

politician, pointed out the “French disease” in his book Le Mal Françai that permeates
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the political system which uses records, reports, studies,

statements, and appraisals to create a false impression of a

comprehensive grasp of the situation, only makes statistics but

neglects the living reality, and does what should not be done

rather than what should be done. The campaign of “remodeling

the government” which began in the early days of former US

President Clinton’s administration aims to cut red tape in the

bureaucratic system to make the government more efficient

(Gore, 1993).

Busy is the performance of officers and the basis for success.

There is nothing wrong with being busy, especially after the

reform of the New Public Management Movement, as the

grassroots government and its staff, who are the link between

the state and the society, have taken on more affairs and become

busy as a norm, but there is a need to prevent invalid busyness

and blind busyness. For this reason, the bureaucracy has taken a

series of measures to remedy the problem of “invalid busyness”

in grassroots governance, such as strengthening the training

of public service motivation, strict politicized recruitment

mechanisms for bureaucrats, and expanding the use of modern

information technology (Peters and Pierre, 2004: 2; Welch et al.,

2005; Homberg et al., 2019), in order to free the hands and feet

of cadres from “invalid busyness” affairs and motivate them to

be busy acting and doing real work. However, the grassroots

seems to be caught in a strange circle of “the more the burden

is reduced,” and “invalid busyness” is growing and spreading in

grassroots governance, even evolving into a kind of unorganized

collective action, which seriously affects the overall morale and

motivation of cadres, and also affects the smooth promotion of

the national cause (Zhou, 1993; Yang, 2022). Why do grassroots

cadres fall into “invalid busyness” even though they know it is

ineffective? What corrective mechanisms can effectively reverse

the trend of “invalid busyness”? To this end, this study focuses

on a hierarchical analysis of the phenomenon, root causes,

and generation mechanisms of “invalid busyness” of grassroots

cadres and explores the theoretical basis and practical reference

for solving the problem of “invalid busyness.”

Research background and literature
review

The performance and style of grassroots cadres have always

been important research content of grassroots governance,

especially in recent years, with the shift of the center of gravity of

public governance and the reform of “management and service,”

many scholars have paid attention to the behavioral changes

of grassroots cadres. However, the academic research on the

“invalid busyness” behavior of grassroots cadres is still relatively

fragmented, and the theoretical discussion is mainly carried out

from the following aspects.

The manifestation of “invalid busyness”

The busy status of grassroots cadres is a concrete

manifestation of performing their duties and responsibilities,

but excessive busyness can also bring negative effects to

grassroots governance. Most of the existing studies measure

the “invalid busyness” behavior of grassroots cadres by

the following two indicators: from the perspective of work

quantity, in addition to regular administrative affairs, grassroots

governments have taken up a large number of “veto” temporary

affairs in recent years, such as, “Day+Night,” “5 + 2” and “7 ×

24” have become the norm for grassroots cadres (Tu and Gong,

2021; Yan and Yang, 2022); from the perspective of work quality,

grassroots cadres spend a lot of energy in filling out forms,

reporting, meeting inspections and receiving assessments, and

their time to serve the public is thus squeezed (Tummers et al.,

2015; Gao, 2017). These two indicators are mutually influential,

working too long hours tends to make people burned out,

and poor performance cuts down on public employees’ self-

efficacy, which in turn can reinforce public employees’ burnout

and weaken their motivation to serve the public (Wen and

Zhang, 2017; Lu and Guy, 2019). In addition to the above

studies, some scholars have also summarized the manifestations

of “invalid busyness” behavior. For example, Yang and Li

(2020) argue that “busy but useless” is a concrete manifestation

of traceism and involutional governance, which means that

a lot of time and energy are invested without achieving

corresponding results, but instead solidify the contradictions of

grassroots governance; Chen (2020) describes the busy behavior

of grassroots governance, in which everyone handles and leaves

traces everywhere but does not help to solve problems, as “partial

idling;” Tu and Gong (2021) confirm through a questionnaire

that diverse and even conflicting behavioral requirements can

squeeze the intrinsic motivation of grassroots cadres and weaken

their responsiveness to the public.

Causes of “invalid busy”

The “invalid busyness” behavior of government officials,

like many other social phenomena, has multiple causal

mechanisms, and is analyzed mainly in the following three

aspects. First, the pressure of the hierarchical structure. Pressure-

based institutions are an important concept in understanding

the operation of hierarchical institutions, emphasizing the

state of government at all levels driven by various pressures

(Yang, 2012). However, existing studies have found that as

section-level pressures continue to intensify, some government

officials have emerged with explicit or implicit motives to

blame accountability (Norman, 2002; Ni and Wang, 2017).

In particular, grassroots officials, who are at the interface

between the state and society, bear extremely heavy governance

tasks, and formalistic “invalid busyness” behavior becomes

Frontiers in Psychology 02 frontiersin.org

317

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1027427
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Duan et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1027427

a rational behavior to avoid accountability risks (Tu and

Gong, 2021). Second, the institutional design is flawed. New

institutionalism believes that institutions are the most solid

method of governance, but the lack of institutional effectiveness

is also an important cause of governance problems (North,

1990). On the one hand, deficient institutional design can

lead to the unclear division of labor, resulting in the transfer

of a large number of tasks to lower levels of government

and exacerbating the “invalid busyness” behavior of grassroots

governance (Lieberthal, 1992; Sminth, 2010). On the other

hand, the lack of adaptability of institutional design can also

lead to “invalid busyness” behavior, because the modern state

has also experienced the transformation from modernization

to modernity in the process of governance, also facing the

problem of “new system is not enough, the old system does

not work,” and then the alienation behavior that is contrary

to the original design of the system (Huntington, 1968; Gao,

2017). Third, there is a lack of political responsibility. From a

public person’s perspective, government officials usually have

a higher motivation and dedication to public service than the

staff of social organizations, and are engaged in doing “things

that can make society better” (Bovens, 2010; Perry et al., 2010;

Zhang and Li, 2018; Lyu, 2020). From a societal perspective,

government officials are also rational economic agents who seek

to maximize their personal interests and seek to minimize or not

to lose their own interests when the public interest conflicts with

their personal interests (Suchman, 1995; O’Brien and Li, 1999).

Among them, the “invalid busyness” behavior is a strategic

compromise made by the government based on the trade-off

between the dual roles of “public person” and “social person”

(Yang and Li, 2020).

Governance of “invalid busyness”

In contrast to the manifestation and causes of the “invalid

busyness” behavior, the governance mechanism of the “invalid

busyness” behavior is also an important part of scholars’

research, there are threemain views. First, it is advocated that the

autonomy incentive of grassroots cadres should be enhanced.

Unlike the previous economic and promotion incentives, the

autonomy incentive refers to the belief that grassroots cadres

have the ability to solve grassroots affairs, so that grassroots

cadres can adjust their governance behavior according to the

actual governance scenarios in order to enhance their self-

efficacy (Thomann et al., 2018; Liu and Xu, 2021; Ou andWang,

2022). Second, more resources should be sunk to the grassroots.

With the modernization of grassroots approaches and the

increasing demands of the people, grassroots governments are

taking on more and more governance functions and political

responsibilities, with the tendency of administrativeization

(Hou, 2019). Therefore, it is necessary to match the grassroots

government with corresponding human, material and financial

resources, etc., in order to enhance the working ability and

effectiveness of grassroots cadres (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978:29;

Yang and Yu, 2012; Tummers, 2016). Third, cutting out the

formalism in grassroots governance. Taking people’s satisfaction

as an important index for grassroots cadres’ assessment, cut

out unnecessary paperwork and traceism in order to release

grassroots cadres from all kinds of formalism, so as to motivate

grassroots cadres to do real work and realize the unity of

productive and effective government (Karl, 1940: 51–53; Duan,

2021; Jiang and Wu, 2021).

In general, the existing studies have analyzed the “invalid

busyness” behavior of grassroots cadres from different

perspectives and directions, which provide a theoretical

reference for this study. However, there are also some

shortcomings. First, the existing studies on the “invalid

busyness” behavior of grassroots cadres are still fragmented

and have not yet clarified the basic connotation of the “invalid

busyness” behavior, and lack a systematic condensation and

overview of the “invalid busyness” behavior of grassroots cadres;

Second, most of the existing studies have theoretically explained

the taking-charge behavior of grassroots cadres from a single

dimension, but still lack of an overall framework to clarify

the logic of the generation of “invalid busyness” behaviors of

grassroots cadres; Third, the existing research provides general

policy suggestions for the correction of alienated behaviors of

grassroots cadres, and it is still necessary to provide targeted

correction measures for the “invalid busyness” behaviors of

grassroots cadres in combination with their typical performance

and formation mechanism. In view of this, based on the

existing theoretical research and practical materials, this paper

conceptualizes and classifies the “invalid busyness” behaviors

of grassroots cadres, explores the generation mechanism of

“invalid busyness” behaviors under the theoretical framework

of “environment, organization, institution, technology, and

political man,” and puts forward the correction measures for

the “invalid busyness” behaviors of grassroots cadres from the

four-dimensional logic of “incentive, restraint, deep love, and

strict control.”

Conceptual deconstruction and
types of “invalid busyness”

Based on the existing research, this part deconstructs

the concept of grassroots cadres’ “invalid busyness” and

tries to systematically sort out the typical performance of

grassroots cadres’ “invalid busyness” by combining the in-depth

reports of media such as China Comment, Xinhuanet and

National Governance.

Research method

Typology, also known as “taxonomy,” is a system of grouping

and categorization, essentially an analytic and inductive
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epistemology, whose role is to provide the basis for deeper

research. As Mill (1860) says, “The universe as we know it is

so constituted that the truths that exist in any event are true

in all cases of a certain kind; the only difficulty is to discover

what kind.” The comprehensive and correlative characteristics

of the typological research method can comprehensively extract

the information contained in the research object and summarize

the common characteristics of the research object in order to

deepen the knowledge and understanding of the research object.

So far, the typological research method has been widely used in

the fields of sociology, anthropology and political science, and

has strong theoretical adaptability.

Basic connotation of “invalid busyness”

“Invalid busyness” refers to the manifestation of the

involution of grassroots governance in the behaviors of the

governance entities (cadres), “busyness” refers to the input and

consumption of administrative resources, and “invalid” refers

to the shelving of services and avoidance of contradictions in

administrative work.

The concept of involution originated from the regressive

theory of Kant (1790), matured in the Cultural involution

of Goldenweiser (1936) and the agricultural involution of

Geertz (1963), and then expanded to anthropology, economics,

sociology, administration, and politics. Involution extends to the

collective, dissipative, and repetitive organizational pathological

behaviors of the cadre group, reflected in the “invalid busyness”

behaviors of the grassroots cadres, that is, while the state inputs

more, the grassroots cadres become all the busier, but the

efficiency is getting lower. The “invalid busyness” of grassroots

cadres refers to the fact that, under strict external restrictions and

multiple internal constraints, grassroots cadres have invested

plenty of time and energy and consumed a lot of administrative

resources in the process of handling administrative affairs,

consciously or unconsciously indulged in refined, complicated

and technical administrative forms, administrative links and

administrative processes, but failed to produce the desired

results, and fell into a state of collective self-dissipation and

governance suspension.

From the perspective of motivations, the “invalid busyness”

behavior of grassroots cadres is a stress response to changes

in the internal and external environment of the organization.

Especially with the significant increase in the difficulty of reform

and innovation and the pressure of supervision and discipline

enforcement in recent years, the grassroots cadres, as rational

economic persons, are more inclined to seek self-protection

in moderate compliance and cautious resistance (Williamson,

1987).

From the perspective of orientation, the “invalid busyness”

behavior of grassroots cadres is a typical manifestation

of emphasizing “process orientation” but ignoring “result

orientation.” The heterogeneity of results is covered up

by the legitimacy of procedures. Moreover, such “invalid

busyness” behaviors will also have an infectious effect,

resulting in irrational behavior of “action without effect” in

grassroots governance.

From the perspective of behavior impact, the “invalid

busyness” behaviors of grassroots cadres will not only delay

favorable opportunities for the development of the Party

and the state, but also weaken the efficiency and level of

grassroots cadres’ response to the demands of the people, and

make the grassroots cadres spend limited time and energy on

“invalid busyness” affairs such as having meetings, dealing with

supervision, statistics and tabulation, which is not conducive

to the modernization of grassroots governance system and

governance capacity.

Types of “invalid busyness” behaviors of
grassroots cadres

Studies have focused on measuring the “invalid busyness”

behavior of grassroots cadres in terms of “work quantity“ and

“work quality,” but neglected the fact that grassroots cadres,

as dynamic individuals, will adjust their behavior according

to the changes in system, environment, and structure, etc.

Therefore, in order to analyze the “invalid busyness” behavior

of grassroots cadres more precisely, we can adopt the “practical

awareness” and “behavioral competence” according to Giddens’

structural functionalism.

“Practice consciousness” is the basis of Giddens’ structural

functionalism, which dissolves the dichotomy between

action and structure and provides enlightening insights for

understanding the “invalid busyness” behavior of grassroots

cadres (Giddens, 1986: 6). On the one hand, low behavioral

capacity-passive practice awareness: conforming old ruler/trace

doctrine. The “invalid busyness” behavior is the passive response

of grass-roots cadres in the face of multiple task requirements,

which is mainly reflected in their own incompetence and

improper pressure transmission and passive abandonment of

professional autonomy, which inevitably results in the loss

of individual autonomy of cadres and mechanical repetition

of coping with work, leading to the alienation of trace

management into traceism. On the other hand, high behavioral

capacity-proactive practice awareness: self-preservation/blame

avoidance. Facing the increasingly heavy pressure of regulation

and accountability, the political consciousness of some

grassroots cadres gradually alienates into self-preservation of

responsibility avoidance, which is mainly reflected in the fact

that some grassroots cadres are busy coping with the assessment

and supervision of higher levels, and even jointly coping with

the assessment and supervision of higher administrative bodies

to avoid accountability and responsibility.
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FIGURE 1

Classification criteria of “invalid busyness” in grassroots cadres.

Many things are not my intention to do, or not what I want

to do, but are caused by me, no matter how, I did do (Giddens,

1986:8). The “do” here refers to the behavioral ability possessed

by the actor, and thus distinguishes the “invalid busyness”

intention and behavior of grassroots cadres. On the one hand,

low behavioral capacity—proactive practice awareness: drifting

with the stream/self-waiver. Under the double pressure of

performance target and responsibility risk, grassroots cadres

as rational individuals prefer to choose those work areas with

low risk, small investment and quick results, which leads to

the state of self-loafing, self-consumption, and passive coping

of grassroots governance and cadres. The “optimal solution”

for some grassroots cadres to avoid responsibility. On the

other hand, high behavioral ability—passive practice awareness:

patchwork response/replacing target. In the process of building

various e-government platforms in full swing, due to the lack

of a collaborative data sharing mechanism and interoperability

platform, grassroots cadres often need to duplicate and report

data and reports to different business departments, which

increases the workload of grassroots cadres and makes some

tasks difficult to complete only by passively coping with or

replacing governance goals.

The above two dimensions together constitute the basis

and categorization criteria for analyzing the “invalid busyness”

behavior of grassroots cadres in this paper (as shown in

Figure 1), and the specific performance of the “invalid busyness”

behavior of grassroots cadres will be analyzed one by one in

the following.

Conforming old rulers

Some cadres with long credentials or elder age have rich

experience in work related to the public, but they are obviously

conservative about new knowledge, new technology and new

concepts, unwilling to change their thinking mode and working

methods, and seldom take the initiative to participate in

skill training programs, complicating problems, and expanding

complex problems in their work. Although the number of

cadres who follow the rules and are old-fashioned and “busy for

nothing” is not large, the negative effect is great, and it is easy to

undermine the morale and atmosphere of grassroots cadres to

build a career or a business.

Some old cadres often “don’t know how to operate a computer”

as a reason to shirk their share of work, even if there is an

opportunity to train computer knowledge, some old cadres are

not active. It is worth being alert to the fact that the number

of old cadres who seek no merit or demerit in the unit is small,

but the impact is great and can easily bring down the entire

unit’s ethos. (BYT-20211026)

Trace doctrine

The original intention of trace management is to make

things that cadres do traceable and verifiable by means of

making notes, taking photos and recording videos. However,

when some leading cadres mistakenly regard “traces” as political

achievements and ignore the fact that the grassroots work is

heavy, extensive, with heavy tasks and many variables, the trace

doctrine that deviates from reality to reality not only occupies a

lot of time and energy of grassroots cadres, but also consumes a

lot of public resources. However, it is difficult to implement the

principles and policies of the Party and the state.

A grassroots cadre said to the reporter: “At one time, the

higher level required the production of files, a poor household

a file of 24 pages, four copies of a total of 96 pages, but

also photos, all files are packed with plastic leather. 158

households in the village, using 15,000 sheets of A4 paper,

photo printing is unusually expensive ink, the toner cartridge

used 13”. (XHW-20180816)

Drifting with the stream

Grassroots cadres are not only “governance bureaucrats” at

the junction of national governance and social governance, but

also “street bureaucrats” who are closest to and most familiar

with the people. “Busyness” is not wrong in itself, and overtime is

inevitable. Purposeful and effective busyness are a manifestation

of cadres’ responsibilities. However, some cadres seem to go to

work in advance and work overtime every day, but in fact they

are just like drifting with the tide. They have a reputation for

diligence but with no achievements. They use tactical busyness

to cover up laziness and extravagance and seek self-consolation

by “hard work even though with no credit.”
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The uncontrolled working style of 5+2, day+night is the

culprit that gives rise to the feeling of anxiety. However,

there are some places and individual units that still regard

unstructured overtime as the norm and take unstructured

overtime as a sign of dedication, and a very few people

even gloat about taking the credit for eating and sleeping in

the office all year round as the year-end summary. (XHW-

20180523)

Self-waiver

The “invalid busyness” is reflected in the performance

behavior and work attitude of two types of cadres. First, some

cadres who have encountered the “ceiling” of promotion see no

hope of promotion and no “bright” future. They do not express

their attitude and keep quiet when they encounter problems

and are busy with forms and trivial matters all day to cover up

their job burnout; Second, some cadres with weak public service

motivation are content with the status quo and work with the

mentality of “being the monk for a day, striking the bell for a

day.” They seem to be busy, but they are playing idle work, and

have become truly “Buddha-like” cadres.

A grassroots cadres who have participated in the work of

poverty alleviation in the village said that some long-term in

the township front line, experienced, and rich middle-aged

cadres, should have been the backbone of the township work,

but due to overage promotion is hopeless, work enthusiasm

gradually faded. At the same time, the reporter also found in

the research, some units to find the office director, workstation

station chief candidates are not easy to find, “sometimes also

rely on favors, departmental leaders to talk in advance, do

through the ideological work, they are willing to come.” (BYT-

20211223)

Patchwork response

“Insufficient work is made up with materials” is another

epitome of the “invalid busyness” behavior of grassroots cadres.

Work reports, leaders’ speeches, research reports and other

written materials are effective carriers for promoting and

implementing the work, and important supports for testing the

implementation of the work. However, in the face of some tasks

that are time-consuming and urgent, grassroots cadres have no

time to fulfill them but only to work overtime and rack their

brains to “create” materials to piece together the materials to

cope with the inspection and supervision of the superiors. Such

a scenario is by no means a single case in grassroots governance.

It not only makes grassroots cadres feel miserable, but also is

not conducive to solving the “urgent difficulties and worries” of

the people.

A traffic management department cadres said: “In the writing

of the local traffic accident handling materials, the superiors

only asked to report the amount of violations, accidents and

other sets of data, but unit leaders think it is too simple

to write, and asked to add how the leadership attached

importance, held several meetings, made several instructions

and other content. In this way, the original 1 page can say

clearly, was expanded to 6 pages. As a result, after the material

was submitted, the higher authorities only extracted a few sets

of key figures, and the effort to write things did not come in

handy.” (BYT-20180926)

Replacing targets

In recent years, as the focus of governance has sunk to the

grassroots level, it has become normal for grassroots cadres to

work from morning to night and from Monday to weekend.

While it is still difficult to complete the “prescribed actions,”

some grassroots cadres who have dual roles of agent and

social person, on the one hand, make use of the asymmetry of

information and the gaps in institutional designs to discount,

make choices and make adjustments in the process of fulfilling

the task; On the other hand, in the context of the reform

to streamline administration, delegate power and improve

regulation and services, the functions, authorities and affairs

of higher-level departments have gradually moved down to the

grassroots level, but they have neglected themore essential issues

such as how tomake the grassroots fulfill the tasks efficiently and

effectively. In the face of the increasing task pressure in a short

time, some grassroots cadres have no choice but to replace their

targets or resort to fraud.

A reporter learned: “a city in central this year to combat

yellow-labeled vehicles (high pollution emission vehicles),

this would have been a great thing, but the superior

documents one-sided emphasis on cleaning up thoroughly, or

performance assessment ranking points deducted, resulting in

a “fake governance” farce staged. In order to complete the task,

the traffic police team directly in the system first cancels the

vehicle, but a large number of yellow-labeled cars actually

still running on the road, and safety hazards have not been

eliminated; some vehicles are not to cancel the scrapping time,

but the superior “one size fits all” requirements to eliminate,

the lower level had to take a sum of money to compensate

owners. (BYT-20181015)

Blame avoidance

Under the joint effect of the “responsibility and benefit”

mechanism, the grassroots government and the direct superior

government form an interest community. To cope with the
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regular inspection and target acceptance from the higher-

level government, the direct superior government has collusive

motives and tendencies toward the grassroots government

(Zhou, 2010). In fact, the direct superior government or

functional departments also know that the behavior of shirking

responsibility to the grassroots cannot fundamentally shirk their

own leadership and supervision responsibilities, and they will

also be punished if there is a problem. Therefore, there is “invalid

busyness” for blame avoidance, and “dealing with formalism

with formalism” has become a tacit understanding between the

upper and lower governments.

In fact, the direct superior government also understands the

actual situation of the grassroots government, and knows that

some tasks are not really implemented at the grassroots level,

but in the context of “increase in layers”, can only “turn a

blind eye”, in some non-critical issues and pass by. To ensure

that the grassroots government in the normal operation of the

overload state but not to collapse. (GJZL-20210207)

Hedging and self-preservation

Under the dual pressure of fuzzy governance and strict

accountability, faced with the ever-increasing work tasks and

responsibility requirements, some cadres only focus on doing

things, fail to distinguish the priorities and grasp the key

links, and then adopt the coping strategy of “putting quantity

before quality,” and cover up the strategic confusion with

tactical busyness; In addition, under the background of strictly

administering the Party in an all-round way, “accountability”

has become a sharp sword hanging over the heads of cadres.

Some leading cadres even take accountability as a tool for

daily supervision and work implementation, which causes some

grassroots cadres to deal with it mechanically in order to reduce

or avoid potential accountability risks.

A cadre in a central county said: “the current poverty

alleviation, environmental protection and other heavy

workloads, such as true negligence, slack inaction,

accountability is necessary, but there is some serious,

hard work is still accountable, inevitably resulting in grass-

roots cadres do not dare to act, unwilling to act, with ‘empty

busy’ to cope with the work of situation”. (BYT-20181015)

Generation mechanism of “invalid
busyness”

Like other social phenomena, the “invalid busyness”

behavior of grassroots cadres has multiple inducing and

generating mechanisms. It is affected by multiple factors such as

mechanism design, environmental changes and organizational

structure, which jointly shape the “invalid busyness” behaviors of

grassroots cadres. Therefore, according to the basic framework

of “environment, organization, institution, technology and

political man,” this study explores the multiple game logic

including environment (risk system), organization (power and

liabilities system), institution (incentive system), technology

(process system), and political man (cognitive system) (as

shown in Figure 2) to explain the process of individual value

judgment and behavior selection of the “invalid busyness” of

grassroots cadres.

Risk society paradox: Actor-environment

The environment has a subtle influence on the behavior

selection of actors. It can better explain the internal mechanism

that drives the behavior of grassroots cadres to take account

of the “invalid busyness” behavior in the context of the

environment where the organization is involved. At the macro

level, the transformation trap of “compressed modernization”

and the rise of civil rights awareness in China require cadres

to take the initiative to act. However, the mismatch between

the supply of the governance system and the demand for the

governance environment is a serious bottleneck that restricts

the improvement of grassroots governance capacity and causes

cadres to deal with the pressure of the governance environment

with “invalid busyness.”

At the micro level, in recent years, the internal and

external environment of government organizations is also

undergoing subtle changes. From the perspective of the external

environment of the organization, social development leads to

an unlimited demand for government responsibility. When the

unlimited expansion of government responsibility makes them

have too many problems to tackle, the actual responsibilities

that government officials need to bear are often greater than

their written responsibilities. Moreover, the “risk society”

predicted by Ulrich Beck has become a reality (Beck, 1992).

Natural risks and human risks, internal risks and external

risks are intertwined. Facing the double pressure of unlimited

responsibility and risk society, cadres have the opportunistic

tendency of “invalid busyness.”

From the perspective of the internal environment of the

governmental organizations, although the pragmatic sector has

issued the notice and guidance on reducing the burden of

the grassroots in recent years, a large number of political and

administrative affairs can still sink to the grassroots through a

new form, supplemented by the strong accountability measure

of “one-vote veto,” which makes the grassroots cadres busy

“benchmarking” the assessment indicators of the superiors

and “implementing” the apportionment tasks of the superiors.

Accordingly, some cadres have even fallen into the cognitive

misunderstanding that “whether being busy or not is a matter of

attitude, andwhether achievements can bemade after being busy

is a matter of ability.” In the long run, this is not conducive to
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FIGURE 2

Types and causes of “invalid busyness” in grassroots cadres.

the improvement of grassroots governance capacity, moreover,

it may lead to greater governance crisis and risk.

Territorial management paradox:
Actor-organization

A top-down power structure of governments is adopted in

China, including governments at “central, provincial, municipal,

county and township” levels, which corresponds to the

bottom-up responsibility system. The principle of territorial

management aims to effectively bridge the governance gap and

enable governments at all levels and functional departments

to assume the governance responsibilities within the territory.

However, in the actual political scene, the enhancement of

territorial responsibilities at all levels is alienated into a tool to

shirk responsibilities at all levels, which makes the grassroots fall

into the dilemma of “small power but big responsibility, many

affairs but scarce resources and insufficient capacity,” unable to

conduct effective management.

On the one hand, there exist serious power and

responsibility mismatches between the upper and lower

levels of the hierarchical organization and the upper and lower

ranks of the cadres. In particular, the grassroots governments

and cadres at the bottom of the power pyramid actively

or passively undertake a large number of responsibilities

transferred from the higher-level governments and functional

departments. Moreover, the functional departments at the

upper end of the power chain can also use their own power

advantages to strengthen the responsibilities of the local

grassroots governments. Faced with the constraints of multiple

task requirements and “fragmentation” of resources, grassroots

cadres at the bottom of the hierarchy must spend a lot of

time and energy dealing with a variety of examinations,

inspections, evaluations, etc., and grassroots governance has

fallen into an “invalid busyness” state of self-consumption and

passive response.

In the new era, the main social contradiction in our country

has shifted to the contradiction between the people’s growing

needs for a better life and the unbalanced and inadequate

development, which requires the territorial government to

respond to the new needs and expectations of the people with

a more responsible attitude. However, some grassroots cadres

in the “sandwich layer” of power and the governance transition

period, facing the ever-changing governance environment,

have fallen into the situation of outmoded administrative

concepts, outdated knowledge structure and weakened ability to

perform duties. Moreover, some organizations still have serious

bureaucratic, formalistic, and other bad work styles, which

coerce individual actors in the organization, and try to cover up

the embarrassment of insufficient ability by means of following

the rules in an “invalid busyness” manner.

Incentive intensity paradox:
Actor-institution

In an ideal state, institution is a kind of game rules,

aiming to reduce the uncertainty of people’s behavior (North,

1990) and to provide behavior rules and expectations for the

performance of grassroots cadres. As a result of the acceleration

of the rule of law and institutionalization in China in recent

years, a large number of informal or semi-formal rules have

gradually withdrawn, however, the mal-adjustment between the

Frontiers in Psychology 08 frontiersin.org

323

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1027427
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Duan et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1027427

new system and the realization of grassroots governance is also

increasingly prominent (Chan and Gao, 2008), which makes

grassroots cadres adopt the coping strategies of “seeming to

be busy” and “being busy but not moving ahead” when facing

many uncertainties.

On the one hand, under the backdrop of administering the

Party in a comprehensive and strict manner, the supervision

mechanism of the Party and the state has been operated

efficiently, and the political environment has been significantly

improved. However, it has also brought about the problem

of strengthened negative incentives and insufficient positive

incentives. In the process of implementing accountability

system, some localities have seen accountability chaos such

as simplification, emotionalization and randomness, which has

destroyed the “trust game” balance of the original incentive

mechanism (Duan and Chen, 2021). Under the circumstance

that the incentive mechanism and protection mechanism are

not clear, some cadres have the motivation to give up the

“administrative discretion” on their own initiative and adopt

the strategy of shifting from “taking responsibility” actively to

“seeming to be busy” passively to avoid direct or potential

accountability risks.

However, after entering a new era of socialism with Chinese

characteristics, the central work of governments is increasingly

arranged in the form of fuzzy tasks, and a fuzzy governance

model has been formed to a certain extent, which can mobilize

the subjective initiative and enthusiasm of grassroots cadres.

However, the institutional gap brought by fuzzy governance will

aggravate the uncertainty of task fulfillment of grassroots cadres

(Wilkins, 2002; Davenport and Leitch, 2005). Moreover, due to

the imperfect access system for the tasks to be deployed to the

grassroots, in the real scene of power and responsibility hanging

upside down, grassroots cadres have to deal with the indicators

and tasks assigned by their superiors, and owning to limited

time and energy, it is inevitable to alienate the “invalid busyness”

behaviors of grassroots cadres.

Technological governance paradox:
Actor-technology

Huang (1981) emphasized that the lack of “mathematical

management” was the reason for the ineffectiveness of

traditional Chinese governance. Today, technological means are

no longer the main obstacle restricting the improvement of

governance capacity and have been widely used in national

governance and social governance. Technological governance

expands the scope of “mathematical management,” alleviates the

problem of “information asymmetry,” and facilitates to improve

the efficiency of governance. However, excessive reliance on

technological governance may lead to counterproductive effects.

On the one hand, technological governance has standardized

the operation of power through institutionalized administrative

procedures and fine technologies and promoted the

transformation of cadre assessment from “result-oriented”

to “process and result oriented.” However, excessive “trace

management” has evolved into “trace doctrine” in the whole

process of decision-making, execution, and assessment. In

recent years, the grassroots governance has been inundated

with traces, such as taking photos, punching cards, GPS, etc.,

resulting in wasting a great deal of manpower, material and

financial resources, and idling the system (Tang, 2021). This

not only distorts the concept of political achievements of

grassroots cadres, but also leaves the public with a stereotype of

bureaucratic style.

Technological governance tends to strengthen top-down

control and “Technology Leviathan,” inducing grassroots cadres

to transfer their discretion to “layer upon layer upward” and

“algorithmic bureaucrats,” and “abstaining from power to

avoid accountability” becomes the optimal solution for rational

individuals. In addition, it is undeniable that technological

means play a positive role in improving government

performance and promoting social welfare. However, in

recent years, it is also a fact that the grassroots pay attention

to technological innovation while neglecting institutional

mechanism innovation. Accordingly, the technology replicates

the institution in the virtual space and strengthens the

hierarchical relationship, resulting in an increase in the

responsibilities and matters of the grassroots government

(Mounier-Kuhn, 1994), and makes grassroots cadres fall into

the paradox of technological governance.

Correction mechanism for “invalid
busyness” in grassroots cadres

The grassroots are the “last kilometer” of national

governance and the “first kilometer” of social governance. The

level and efficiency of grassroots governance have a bearing on

the overall development of the Party and the state. In the face

of the current “invalid busyness” behaviors of some grassroots

cadres, it is urgent to respond and correct them from theoretical

and practical perspectives in a bid to better transform the

institutional advantages into governance efficiency. According

to the externalization and formation mechanism of the “invalid

busyness” behaviors of grassroots cadres, they can be corrected

from four dimensions including “incentive, restraint, deep love

and strict control” (as shown in Figure 3).

Strict control—restraint: Pressure system

The pressure system refers to the management mode of

quantitative task decomposition and the materialized evaluation
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FIGURE 3

Correction mechanism of “invalid busyness” in grassroots cadres.

system adopted by the political organizations in order to

achieve economic catch-up and complete various indicator tasks

assigned by the superiors (Gao, 2017). The corrective effect

of the pressure system on the “invalid busyness” behaviors

of grassroots cadres is mainly reflected in the use of precise

supervision and precise accountability and other negative

incentive mechanisms to identify those who are busy for nothing

and ensure that the cadres take responsibility. Undoubtedly,

for China in the period of economic transformation and

social transition, exerting appropriate political pressure on

the cadres through the precise supervision and accountability

is not only an important measure to promote the decision-

making and attention distribution of leading cadres, but also a

crucial guarantee for the realization of responsible politics and

responsible government.

On the one hand, the problem of “principal-agent”

relationship between the central and local governments caused

by the super large bureaucratic system has prolonged the

organizational hierarchy chain, resulting in huge organizational

efficiency loss and the stability of the central authority (Zhou,

2011). Therefore, in order to solve the internal contradiction

between the unified system and effective governance, it is

necessary to supervise and urge all power units to firmly

establish the concepts of political achievements and power

with a focus on responsibility and the people through the

precise supervision mechanism to prevent honest cadres who

dare to assume responsibilities from suffering losses, increase

the probability that invalid busyness and idle behaviors are

discovered and increase their pressure in order to achieve

a reasonable balance between constraints and efficiency of

grassroots governance.

Under the influence of such factors as formalization,

simplification, randomness and selection of accountability, the

grassroots cadres have a negative blame avoidance mentality

(Weaver, 1986) from seeking “maximum political performance”

in the past to seeking “minimum risk” at present, which will

not only delay the development opportunity of the Party and

the country but also erode the foundation of the Party’s ruling

and rejuvenating the country. It is urgent to start with the

precise accountability work, carry out fine management on the

taking-charge behaviors and work style of the cadres, and the

cadres who are mediocre, lazy, and idle in governance shall

be accurately identified and dealt with by means of transfer

and dismissal to achieve the deterrent effect of “accountability,

deterrence and education.”

Strict control-incentive: Political
tournament

Political tournament refers to that an individual’s reward

in a tiered tournament depends on his relative performance
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with respect to others (Lazear and Rosen, 1981). When applied

to the political context in China, it refers to the promotion

game process in which cadres develop local economy to seek

job changes. The correction effect of the political tournament

on the “invalid busyness” behaviors of grassroots cadres is

reflected in the identification of doers through the positive

incentive mechanisms such as placing cadres under Party

supervision, hierarchical assessment and performance and

promotion to drive the grassroots cadres to “take actions actively

and vigorously.”

First, the Party supervises the cadres. The principle of

placing cadres under Party supervision is not only an important

lever to regulate the relationship between the upper and

lower levels of government, but also an important prerequisite

for an effective political tournament. This requires the cadre

management department to select and train cadres according

to the strategic layout and development tasks of the Party and

the country, train cadres precisely and meticulously, care for

cadres sincerely, manage cadres strictly and practically, and

conduct strict management and training for some grassroots

cadres with knowledge gaps, experience blind areas, and lack of

ability to help them develop their abilities and qualities that are

compatible with the mission of the times.

Second, tiered assessment. The change of the theme of

governance affects the content orientation of the performance

appraisal of Party and government cadres, which requires that

the role and function of grassroots cadres in national governance

be clarified, the special functions and values of grassroots cadres

in implementing national policies and directly responding to

the demands of the people be brought into play, the grassroots

cadres be liberated from some futile and ineffective “idle”

matters to give full play to the role of “fighting fortress” in

resolving contradictions and risks at the grassroots level.

Third, performance promotion. Due to limited posts and

promotion space for cadres, promotion incentive is the most

direct incentive measure with the greatest impact. It plays a dual

role of “wind vane” and “baton” for the performance of cadres.

This requires that under the system and mechanism of placing

the cadres under the Party’s supervision, the departments in

charge of personnel appointment and removal should establish

a correct orientation for the employment of cadres so that

“taking-charge” grassroots cadres can also “have a position,”

and cadres who are busy working with effective and conducive

results can be promoted and placed in key positions. In

addition, to enhance the professional attraction of grassroots

work and the enthusiasm of cadres to work diligently, it is

also necessary to form an all-round incentive synergy through

such incentive mechanisms as material, political, spiritual and

emotional incentives to encourage the cadres to fulfill the tasks

of the Party and the state in a down-to-earth manner and solve

the problems concerned by the people.

Incentive—deep care: Empowerment
measures

The mechanism of empowerment and delegating powers

to lower levels refers to endowing the working entities with

power and capacity to stimulate their working potential (Quinn

et al., 2015). The corrective effect of such a mechanism on the

“invalid busyness” behaviors of grassroots cadres is reflected

in “empowering” the cadres and “delegating powers” to the

grassroots government so that the cadres “are courageous

to undertake and fulfill tasks efficiently.” On the one hand,

improving the empowerment mechanism for cadres to perform

their duties is a dual need of national and social development, as

well as a vital guarantee for grassroots cadres to be busy working

in an effective and beneficial manner. First, it is necessary

to strengthen the cadres’ ideal and belief education, carry

out effective political building for grassroots cadres, enhance

their sense of professional significance and job responsibility,

and strengthen their subjective initiative and public service

motivation to stimulate their endogenous motivation to take

the initiative.

Second, it is necessary to strengthen the cadres’ professional

skills training, precisely empower grassroots cadres for the

efficient implementation of the work, enable cadres to “do

through learning” and “learn by doing,” and resolve the “invalid

busyness” problems that “old knowledge” does not work and

“new knowledge” is not applied appropriately; Third, it is

necessary to enrich the practical training and work experience

of grassroots cadres, strengthen their ability to deal with

complex problems and urgent, difficult, dangerous and heavy

tasks to avoid letting grassroots cadres fall into the “invalid

busyness” state.

On the other hand, “unable to hold the power” yet “having to

hold it” is an important reason leading to the “invalid busyness”

behaviors of grassroots cadres. Though several reforms of

streamlining and delegating powers to lower levels have been

carried out, the grassroots governments become more averse

to such reforms because the corresponding resources are not

allocated to the grassroots concurrently with the reforms which

instead become a legitimate reason for “responsibility shifting,”

that is, the superiors delegate the troublesome power to the

grassroots (Gao, 2009). It can be seen that in order to liberate

the grassroots cadres from the “invalid busyness” matters, the

designers of the institution and mechanism need to promote

investigation and research, scientifically evaluate the matching

between the grassroots power and responsibility to ensure the

power is equipped with supporting measures such as manpower,

finance and materials in the process of delegating powers to

lower levels so that the grassroots cadres can be busy working

without aversion and the ordinary people can have more sense

of gain.
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Deep care—restraint: Limited liability

The limited liability mechanism refers to the sharing

of responsibilities between the upper and lower levels and

the change of “unlimited liability” into “limited liability.”

The corrective effect of the limited liability mechanism on

the “invalid busyness” behaviors of grassroots cadres mainly

includes three main links: clarifying responsibility in advance,

caring in the process, and sharing risks after the event,

with an aim to relieve the cadres of their worries. First, a

“responsibility list” should be prepared in advance to form

a risk sharing commitment mechanism. In the process of

transferring governance focus to a lower level and carrying

out reforms to streamline administration, delegate powers

and improve management and service, the preparation of

“responsibility list” is an important mechanism for clarifying

responsibilities in advance, and is also a key criterion for

regulating the performance of duties of grassroots cadres. It

is conducive to preventing the superiors from transferring

temporary and urgent tasks to the grassroots in the name of

“streamlining administration and delegating power.” A scientific

and reasonable responsibility list needs to be designed and

adjusted according to the actual situation of grassroots work and

the real demands of the people based on sufficient investigation

and research. Only in this way can grassroots cadres be busy but

not in vain, and busy but effective.

Second, the protection mechanism for cadres in the process

of the event should be established to ensure timely verification

and clarification, as well as organizational support and care. As

the reform enters the deep-water area, more courage and resolve

are needed because the reform may easily move the “cheese” of

others and is likely to be repelled by the counterparts, resulting

in the negative effect of “bad currency expelling good currency.”

In this regard, it is necessary to establish a rapid inspection and

handling mechanism and a clarification and care mechanism

to support cadres who are bold to assume responsibility, take

actions in a down-to-earth manner and do not seek personal

interests and to cultivate a sense of belonging and trust in

the organization.

Third, the post-event liability sharing mechanism should be

established and the system design of fault tolerance and error

correction should be improved. As the dividends of reform and

innovation subside and the pressure of accountability increases

geometrically, many grassroots cadres are “invalid busyness”

because they are afraid of making mistakes, and there even exists

the dishwashing effect of “making more mistakes if doing more,

making fewer mistakes if doing less” within the organization.

In order to encourage and protect the cadres who dare to do

things and work hard, it is necessary to establish and improve the

fault tolerance and correctionmechanism so that the assessment,

appraisal and other measures that meet the fault tolerance and

exemption conditions will not be affected and increase the

endogenous impetus to encourage the grassroots cadres to be

willing to be busy working in a real and effective manner.

Conclusion and discussion

The “busyness” of grassroots cadres is a manifestation of

hard work and the basis for success. There is nothing wrong with

busyness. As the focus of social governance moves downward to

the grassroots level, the tasks and responsibilities undertaken by

grassroots cadres also increase. Busyness has become the normal

state of grassroots work. However, busyness without success

and busyness without benefit means fruitless busyness, empty

busyness, and blind busyness.

At present, the ”invalid busyness“ behavior of some

grassroots cadres will not only consume a large number of

public resources and dampen the working enthusiasm of cadres,

but also endanger the relationship between the Party and the

ordinary people, affect the implementation of policies and work,

and become a “stumbling block” for the modernization of

the grassroots governance system and governance capacity. In

view of this, on the basis of existing theoretical research and

practical materials, this study analyzes eight typical types of

“invalid busyness” behaviors of grassroots cadres, and explores

the generation mechanism of “invalid busyness” behaviors

under the theoretical framework of “environment, organization,

institution, technology, and political man;” Moreover, it puts

forward correction measures from four-dimensional logic

including “incentive, restraint, deep love, and strict control,”

and expands the research content of grassroots governance

and reflects the realistic concern about the plight of grassroots

governance to a certain extent.

This study finds that the breeding and spread of “invalid

busyness” behaviors of some grassroots cadres are affected by

multiple factors such as the paradoxes of risk society, territorial

management, incentive intensity and technological governance.

It is urgent to take measures such as negative incentives,

positive incentives, empowerment, and limited responsibilities

to stimulate the endogenous motivation of grassroots cadres to

take solid actions and promote the high-quality development

of grassroots governance. The taking-charge behaviors of

grassroots cadres are complex and diverse. The active or passive

“invalid busyness” behaviors of some grassroots cadres exist

in various links and fields of grassroots governance. However,

performing duties and assuming responsibilities in an earnest

manner is still the mainstream among grassroots cadres. The

crux of the occurrence should be grasped and properly adjusted

and repaired, accordingly, grassroots governance will develop

and advance in the correct direction toward better results.

Theoretical implications

It is of great theoretical significance to systematically analyze

the “invalid busyness” behavior of grassroots cadres, which is a

common phenomenon in the process of grassroots governance
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and policy implementation. The research contributions of this

paper are mainly in the following three aspects.

First, this paper systematically depicts the “manifestation-

causes-cure” of grassroots cadres’ “invalid busyness” behavior

from a microscopic individual perspective, which enriches the

theoretical study of bureaucratic behavior. In fact, the “invalid

busyness” behavior of grassroots cadres is influenced by a

variety of factors, but previous studies often analyze it from

a single perspective, lacking a holistic framework to clarify

the performance behavior of grassroots cadres (Sminth, 2010;

Chen, 2020; Yang and Li, 2020). The analytical framework

and perspective of this study expand the explanatory power

of existing studies on the performance behavior of grass-

roots cadres.

Second, for a long time, few scholars have studied

grassroots cadres in their inferior position, but with the

introduction of Lipsky’s (1980) “street bureaucracy” theory, the

performance behavior of grassroots cadres has become a hot

issue in academic research. This paper extracts eight typical

manifestations of grassroots cadres’ “invalid busyness” behavior,

which enriches the theoretical research and empirical evidence

of “street bureaucrats” in light of the new changes in their

performance behavior.

Finally, the “pressure-response” model is a classic theory

to explain the performance behavior of public officials, in

which “response” is usually divided into top-down political

responsiveness and bottom-up social responsiveness (Park and

Han, 2018). In this paper, we found that under multiple task

pressure situations, public officials selectively respond to top-

down political pressure and intentionally or unintentionally

avoid bottom-up social demand pressure, which is consistent

with previous studies (Yang and Yu, 2012; Duan, 2021; Tu and

Gong, 2021).

Managerial implications

Since the tax and fee reform, the grassroots authorities

have been in a relatively loose “hollowed” relationship with

farmers for a long time (Sminth, 2010). However, as grassroots

governance gradually enters the transition period of “bringing

the state back,” there will be a lot of hidden and explicit

contradictions, old barriers and new demands, which need the

attention of practical departments and governance subjects.

On the one hand, good grassroots governance is our

common ideal, but it should not be overly idealized. In the

face of the ever-changing governance environment, we should

adopt an inclusive attitude, regard the spiral development of

grassroots governance as a gradual process, allow grassroots

cadres to have room for flexible governance and flexible

response, and summarize and correct the deviations of

grassroots governance in a timely manner, so as to guarantee the

stability of grassroots governance and the long-term stability of

national governance.

On the other hand, although some grassroots cadres have

been “invalid busyness” in the process of grassroots governance,

which is different from the requirement of performing their

duties and responsibilities, we should not be too pessimistic

because “common sense tells us that even the most spectacular

successes include someminor failures, or only a few (McConnell,

2011), which is in line with this paper’s intention to emphasize

”some“ grassroots officials’ “invalid busyness” behavior, but

should also attract the attention and vigilance of relevant

departments to prevent ”minor illnesses“ from becoming ”major

disasters, to free grassroots cadres from all kinds of “invalid

busyness” affairs, and to give them more time and energy to do

practical work for the people, to do a good job in serving the

masses, and to truly bring into play the actual effectiveness of

grassroots governance.
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Assessing the determinants of 
teachers’ job happiness in the 
private universities
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Teachers’ job happiness in private universities is an important element for the 

healthy and orderly development of universities and an inevitable requirement 

for the construction of university faculty, and it has become a hot topic of 

research in the field of private higher education at present. However, there 

is still a lack of empirical studies on the factors influencing job happiness 

in private universities. This study constructs a theoretical model between 

professional identity, job competence, professional motivation, professional 

prospects, perceived fairness, job achievements and job happiness, and 

explores the specific drivers of teachers’ job happiness in private universities 

based on empirical research. The results of the data analysis showed that 

professional identity, job competence, professional prospects, perceived 

fairness, job achievements, and professional motivation all had significant 

effects on teachers’ job happiness, and the effects were decreasing. This 

study examined the effects of job happiness in practice in private universities, 

which helped private universities to enhance teachers’ professional identity, 

strengthen organizational support for teacher development, promote teachers’ 

teaching ability, improve job competence, and build a developmental teacher 

evaluation mechanism.

KEYWORDS

professional identity, job competence, professional motivation, professional 
prospects, perceived fairness, job achievements, job happiness

Introduction

Private universities in China have experienced nearly three decades of development, 
from scratch, from the pursuit of scale to connotative development, all of which have made 
important contributions to the popularization and high-quality development of higher 
education in China. However, compared with public higher education, private universities 
face bottlenecks to high-quality development, such as weak national policy support, 
internal teaching, research and student management models still need to be upgraded, 
teachers’ salaries and social welfare levels are low, infrastructure needs to be consolidated 
and updated, and faculty members are unstable and turnover is frequent (Xu and Zhang, 
2017). With the development of education, teachers are becoming more and more 
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specialized, and their job happiness is not optimistic. The job 
happiness of teachers in private universities is a serious challenge, 
and there are many differences between private universities and 
public universities in China in terms of education system. 
However, we seldom see care and concern, let alone protection 
and maintenance. A large number of observations and studies 
have shown that teachers’ living conditions have seriously 
deteriorated to the extent that their physical and mental health is 
at risk. The increasing work and social pressures on teachers at 
private universities have a significant impact on their job 
happiness, not only on the stability of the teaching staff at private 
universities, but also on the quality of teaching and learning, as 
well as on It also affects the personal development and physical 
and mental health of teachers, the formation of students’ 
perceptions and learning outcomes.

Happiness is an important prerequisite for teachers to do a 
good job in education, a solid foundation for their career success, 
and an intrinsic motivation for their continuous development 
(Ding, 2022). In fact, what are the specific factors that affect job 
happiness of teachers in private universities? And how much does 
it affect it? It is important to study these issues in order to improve 
the human resource management of private universities, to 
improve the teaching ability of teachers and to improve the quality 
of private higher education (Benevene et al., 2019; Al-Bataineh 
et al., 2021). The existing literature on quantitative research on 
factors influencing teachers’ happiness is mainly conducted from 
the perspectives of job value, compensation and benefits, 
development prospects, interpersonal relationships, and status 
differences, with most studies on the relationship between 
individual factors and job happiness (Jiang, 2008; Chen and Deng, 
2009; Lu and Feng, 2011; Sun and Wang, 2012; Li et al., 2014; 
Wang, 2015). The existing research has two shortcomings, one is 
that the research on teachers’ job happiness generally adopts a 
qualitative approach, and most of it comes from scholars’ 
experience summaries in related work, which is slightly lacking in 
theoretical height and systematic degree. Secondly, the quantitative 
analysis of the factors influencing happiness in private universities 
is mostly on the relationship between individual factors and 
happiness, and there is little research on the special development 
environment of private universities, and there is a lack of 
quantitative analysis of the problem from multiple perspectives 
and factors, while teachers’ job happiness depends on teachers’ the 
influence of self and organizational factors. For example, 
subjective happiness, psychological happiness. Therefore, it is 
necessary to study the factors influencing happiness based on the 
existing research and the characteristics of teachers in 
private universities.

To this end, the present study has found that there are few 
empirical studies on the happiness of teachers in private 
universities based on large samples. Thus, this study constructs a 
questionnaire on the factors influencing teachers’ job happiness 
and uses multiple linear regression to quantitatively analyze the 
influence of the factors on teachers’ job happiness in private 
universities, and then proposes countermeasures to improve 

teachers’ job happiness in private universities in a targeted 
manner. This study uses multiple linear regression to quantitatively 
analyze the influence of the factors on teachers’ job happiness in 
private universities, and then proposes countermeasures to 
improve teachers’ job happiness in private universities.

Theoretical background and 
hypotheses development

Theoretical background

Since the 1990s, research on teacher well-being has gradually 
received attention from international organizations, domestic and 
foreign scholars, and national governments. After the 
Organization for economic cooperation and development 
published “Attracting, Developing and Retaining Quality 
Teachers” in 2002, some national governments gradually took 
some measures to enhance teachers’ happiness, and domestic and 
foreign academics gave more attention to the issue.

The definition of job happiness differs based on the differences 
in research objectives and criteria. Foreign scholars advocate that 
job happiness referred to the satisfaction individuals feel at work, 
such as the realization of personal self-worth and the gain of salary 
and benefits. Horn et al. (2004) indicated that job happiness is a 
positive psychological expression of employees in work situations 
and plays a role in evaluating individual mental health (Page and 
Vella-Brodrick, 2009). Based on the specific social context of China 
and in the context of the developmental structure of higher 
education, studies had shown that the definition of private 
universities teachers’ job happiness should examine the subjective 
and psychological experiences of teachers’ practical needs, 
professional development, and self-worth in their educational work 
in three dimensions: sense of belonging, sense of growth, and sense 
of accomplishment (Miao et al., 2009; Wu, 2011; Jia, 2014). The 
current academic inquiry on job happiness can be summarized 
into three major types, namely, subjective happiness, psychological 
happiness and integrated two types of happiness. The main 
development direction of job happiness research is the mainstream 
trend of integrated two types of happiness research. The integrated 
type of job happiness defines job happiness as the overall quality of 
employees’ experience and effectiveness at work, and the most 
typical one is the related study by Warr (1990) and Horn et al. 
(2004). For this reason, the present study uses this as a basis for 
discussing teachers’ professional happiness.

Literature review and hypotheses 
development

Professional identity and teachers’ job 
happiness

Morton and Gray (2010) defined teachers’ sense of 
professional identity: “Teachers’ sense of professional identity is 
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the emotional experience or psychological feeling that teachers, as 
individuals and as professionals, fully recognize as a result of 
various factors, both inside and outside the school and inside and 
outside the teacher, that influence the work they do as teachers.” 
Professional identity is a dynamic developmental process of 
perception, evaluation and repeated interpretation of self-role. 
Special education teachers’ professional identity has a significant 
role in influencing their professional happiness. Teachers with 
higher levels of professional identity have more positive behaviors 
toward their work, are intrinsically motivated to work hard, and 
can easily experience the happiness that comes from work (Ren 
et al., 2021). Now the happiness of teachers in private universities’ 
corporate establishment is significantly lower than that of teachers 
in career establishment, and the status of teachers in private 
universities has a significant effect on their happiness (Wang et al., 
2020). Studies have shown that teachers’ professional identity is 
positively related to well-being (Sun and Wang, 2012). Generally, 
teachers with low levels of professional identity will evaluate the 
profession they are in negatively and will view the problems they 
encounter negatively, which will reduce their professional 
happiness. On the basis of the analysis of the relationship between 
the above variables, H1 was formulated in this study.

H1: Professional identity is positively related to teachers’ 
job happiness.

Job competence and teachers’ job happiness
Job competence refers to the knowledge, skills, traits, or 

motivations that are associated with getting the job done or 
improving job performance. Self-Determine Theory (SDT) is 
a motivation theory proposed by psychologist Deci, this 
theory believes that individuals are proactive and naturally 
pursue development and happiness, and the need for 
competence is the most basic psychological need to pursue 
these motivations, and having job competence is an important 
factor to meet individual happiness (Deci and Ryan, 2000). 
Waterman’s “Mindstream Theory” also suggests that the 
improvement of work skills can lead to the individual 
experiencing self-fulfillment (Waterman et  al., 2008). 
Competent individuals have rich psychological resources such 
as self-awareness, knowledge, skills, and connections, and 
these resources enable individuals to take positive actions to 
cope with various difficulties and meet challenges that arise, 
and when problems are solved or goals emerge, a benign 
positive experience is formed, which further enhances their 
subjective sense of well-being (Stensland and Landsman, 
2017). The job competence ability is improved, the work 
motivation and work efficiency are significantly increased, so 
that employees can actively establish work goals, find the 
motivation and direction to make their own efforts, and can 
enhance the job happiness of employees. On the basis of the 
analysis of the relationship between the above variables, H2 
was formulated in this study.

H2: Job competence is positively related to teachers’ job  
happiness.

Professional motivation and teachers’ job 
happiness

Teachers’ professional motivation refers to an internal 
psychological state that promotes teachers to engage in education 
and teaching and thus satisfies their psychological needs.

Self-determination theory is a theory of the motivational 
process of self-determined human behavior, which divides 
individual motivation into endogenous, exogenous, and 
unmotivated (Baard and Deci, 2004). Endogenous motivation 
refers to teachers’ behaviors that are spontaneous and stem from 
an interest in their work; exogenous motivation refers to teachers’ 
efforts to engage in a certain area of work in order to reap certain 
outcomes. A series of studies have shown that internal motivation 
can promote positive behaviors and sources of motivation for 
achievement (Storch et al., 2020). Self-determination theory states 
that internal motivation not only has an impact on an individual’s 
behavior and achievement, but also enhances happiness. The 
professional motivation of teachers in private universities is 
characterized by diversity, with professional motivation such as 
interest in teaching, liking to be a teacher, and enjoying the college 
atmosphere motivating their choice to become teachers, and 
professional motivation influences the ultimate The professional 
motivation influences the final job happiness of teachers. On the 
basis of the analysis of the relationship between the above 
variables, H3 was formulated in this study.

H3: Professional motivation is positively related to teachers’ 
job happiness.

Professional prospects and teachers’ job 
happiness

Professional prospects refers to the spiritual and material 
satisfaction that employees can obtain in their career development, 
and is the desire and aspiration of employees for their careers 
(Udayar et al., 2021). Professional prospects are influenced by 
factors such as working conditions, working environment, and 
working treatment (Anders et al., 2012). As private universities 
teachers, due to the low social recognition, non-career 
establishment makes private universities teachers lack of security, 
academic discrimination and prejudice make private teachers lack 
of opportunities to improve their teaching and research ability, 
that as private universities themselves due to the restrictions of 
funding, resources, and faculty development platform is limited. 
To a certain extent (Akkermans et al., 2018), this makes private 
universities teachers feel confused about their own professional 
prospects, which to a certain extent affects teachers’ enthusiasm 
and happiness at work. On the basis of the analysis of the 
relationship between the above variables, H4 was formulated in 
this study.
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H4: Professional prospects is positively related to teachers' 
job happiness.

Perceived fairness and teachers’ job happiness
A sense of educational inequity is an important factor affecting 

happiness, and educational equity itself should be  a major 
component of people’s happiness in life (D’Ambrosio et al., 2018). 
Fairness in teaching activities directly affects students’ experience 
of happiness, and students will feel unhappy when faced with 
unfair situations (Ellorenco et al., 2019). There is a significant 
relationship between kindergarten teachers’ sense of 
organizational fairness and professional happiness (Lv and Xie, 
2017). Fairness factor is an important factor that affects knowledge 
workers’ work happiness experience (Ellorenco et  al., 2019). 
According to fairness theory and social identity theory, individuals 
are more likely to have a comparative mentality within the 
organization, and through the comparison of results, different 
perceptions of fairness are generated. Employees who perceive 
high organizational fairness will identify more with the 
organization, and are naturally more likely to generate positive 
emotions and positive behaviors. Fairness in distribution will 
make knowledge-based employees perceive more deeply the 
consistency of individual knowledge contribution and reward, as 
well as the organization’s recognition of individual contribution, 
resulting in a sense of satisfaction and happiness (Gevrek et al., 
2017). In accordance with the above logical derivation, the 
following hypotheses are proposed in this study.

H5: Perceived fairness is positively related to teachers' 
job happiness.

Job achievements and teachers’ job happiness
Teacher job achievements means that teachers believe that 

they are capable of doing the job they are engaged in, that they 
have exerted their abilities in the process of education and 
teaching work (Lavy and Bocker, 2017), which they have fully 
demonstrated their potential in education and teaching work, 
which they have achieved their educational and teaching purposes 
(Baumeister et  al., 2003), and that they have reached their 
pre-planned goals. The study was conducted in a stratified random 
sample of 353 undergraduates in 4 years from 2 comprehensive 
universities in Beijing (Manasia and Macovei, 2020). In one study, 
a stratified random sample of 353 undergraduates in 4 years was 
selected from two comprehensive universities in Beijing, and the 
study showed that there was a significant correlation between 
college students’ achievement motivation and subjective well-
being index (Xiyun et al., 2022).

In accordance with the above logical derivation, the following 
hypotheses are proposed in this study.

H6: Job achievements is positively related to teachers' 
job happiness.

According to the above hypothetical relationships, this study 
constructs the theoretical model as shown in Figure 1.

Methods

Participants and procedure

This paper adopts questionnaire research to collect data for 
empirical study. The survey subjects are mainly teachers of private 
undergraduate colleges and universities, and the schools are located 
in the regions of Northeast, Central, East, North, South and West 
(Northwest and Southwest), involving liberal arts (history, literature, 
law, philosophy, education, art), science, agriculture and medicine 
(science, engineering, agriculture, and medicine), business 
(economics, management), etc. Three major fields. The questionnaire 
survey of this study lasted for 6 months, starting from May 2021 and 
ending in November 2021, a total of 2,818 questionnaires were 
collected, excluding invalid responses, the remaining valid 
questionnaires totaled 2,181, with a valid return rate of 77.4%, and the 
statistical analysis of questionnaire data used SPSS24.0 software to 
count the sample characteristics. The sample specifics are as follows.

The number of women was slightly higher than that of men 
(68.41%), and the age distribution was dominated by young and 
middle-aged teachers aged 30–39 (47.46%). In terms of marital 
status, the largest number of teachers were married (1,577) 
(72.31%), most teachers were in good health (97.25%), and most 
of their family members were in good health (95.92%). The 
largest number of teachers had a master’s degree (54.79%), the 
majority had the title of lecturer (35.99%), half had 1–5 years of 
experience (50.62%), and the average monthly income was 
between RMB 3,001 and RMB 5,000 (47.73%). Half (52.27%) of 
the full-time faculty were in the liberal arts (history, literature, 
law, philosophy, education, art). In addition, more than 70% of 
teachers had part-time jobs, including jobs assigned by their 
supervisors (77.95%), jobs assigned by the school (72.08%), and 
part-time jobs outside of teachers’ own working hours (76.71%).

Measures

Given that private universities teachers’ job happiness is a 
systemic project that includes the teaching profession itself, the 
teachers themselves, and the organizational environment of 
private universities. Therefore, the questionnaire measurement 
items in this study were derived from the analysis of the literature 
on the factors influencing teachers’ well-being and were adapted 
to the actual context. This study constructed seven constructs of 
professional identity, job competence, professional prospects, 
perceived fairness, and job achievements, and details of the 
variable measures and their sources are shown in Table 1. The 
questionnaires were evaluated using the 5-point Likert scale 
method except for the basic teacher profile, with 1 indicating 
“strongly disagree” and 5 indicating “strongly agree.”
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Data analysis method

As in the main practice of Structural Equation Modeling 
(SEM), the collected data were analyzed in this study using Amos 
24.0. And the data were analyzed in two parts, measurement 
model and structural model, as suggested by Bagozzi and 
Yi (1988).

First, the data analysis method for the measurement model is 
described as follows. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was 
performed on the data. The convergent validity of all variables 
were examined by examining the Standardized Factor Loading, 
Composite Reliability (CR), and Average Variance Extracted 
(AVE) metrics. Discriminant validity analysis was performed on 
the data. The convergent validity of all variables were further 
examined by verifying whether there was a difference between the 
correlations of two different variables.

Second, the data analysis method of the structural model is 
described as follows. The model fit was judged according to the 
recommendations of Jackson et al. (2009), and on this basis, the 
hypotheses of this study were further tested to provide 
theoretical support for the final research conclusions 
and discussions.

Data analysis and results

Confirmatory factor analysis

In this study, AMOS 24.0 was used to perform validation 
factor analysis on the formally administered sample data. 

According to the recommendations of Anderson and Gerbing 
(1988), the evaluation of the SEM consists of a measurement 
model and a structural model. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
is equivalent to the estimation of the measurement model in 
SEM. The measurement model is estimated using the most 
approximate likelihood estimation method, and the estimated 
parameters include factor loadings, multivariate correlation 
square, composite reliability and average variance extracted. 
Among them, the standardized factor loadings should be greater 
than 0.60; (2) the Composite Reliability should be greater than 
0.60; (3) the Average Variance Extracted should be higher than 
0.50; and (4) the Cronbach’a should be higher than 0.50, then the 
measurement model has good convergent validity (Fornell and 
Larcker, 1981; Chin, 1998; Hair et al., 2017).

As shown in Table 2, the standardized factor loadings ranged 
from 0.767–0.925, all of which met the range, showing that each 
topic had topic reliability; the synthetic reliability of the study 
constructs ranged from 0.909–0.952, all of which exceeded 0.7, all 
of which met the criteria suggested by scholars, showing that each 
construct had good internal consistency; finally, the mean 
variance extractions ranged from 0.711–0.799, all above 0.5, all 
meeting the criteria of Fornell and Larcker (1981) and Hair et al. 
(2017) showing that each construct has good convergent validity.

Discriminant validity

Fornell and Larcker (1981) suggested that discriminant 
validity should also take into account the relationship between 
convergent validity and construct correlation, and therefore 

FIGURE 1

Theoretical model.
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suggested that the square root of AVE for each construct must 
be greater than the correlation coefficient between the constructs, 
and this condition was met to show that the model in this study 
had discriminant validity. As shown in Table 3, the root mean 
square of the AVE of each construct on the diagonal of this study 
was greater than the off-diagonal correlation coefficient.

It can be  seen that the seven dimensional factors of 
professional identity, job competence, professional motivation, 
professional prospects, perceived fairness, job achievements, and 
job happiness have good discriminant validity.

Structural model analysis

In this study, a method widely used in previous structural 
equation modeling studies was used to analyze the structural 
model fit. That is, nine goodness-of-fit metrics were analyzed 
to determine whether the study model had a good fit (Jackson 

et al., 2009). In this study, the sample size was greater than 
200. Bollen and Stine (1992) stated that if the sample size is 
greater than 200, it will lead to inflated chi-square values and 
contribute to a decrease in model fit. Therefore, this study 
used Bollen-Stine Bootstrap to further correct the SEM 
cardinality. As corrected using Bollen-Stine Bootstrapping, the 
model fit indices met all the suggested criteria and all of them 
were met (see Table 4). Therefore, the structural model in this 
study has a good model fit.

Hypothesis testing

In this research model, the results of the hypothesis testing 
are shown in Table 5. First, professional identity (PI) (β = 0.226, 
value of p < 0.001) has a positive and significant impact on job 
happiness (JH). That is, H1 is supported. Second, job competence 
(JC) (β = 0.264, value of p < 0.001) has a positive and significant 

TABLE 1 Variable measurements and their sources.

Variable Item Sources

Job happiness I am satisfied with my career as a teacher Li and Yan (2018); Ding (2022)

I am satisfied with what I do for a living

I find the job of teaching very rewarding

I can adapt to every part of the job

Professional identity I would be proud to tell others that I am a teacher at this school Lyngdoh et al. (2018); Li and 

Yan (2018)I feel that my values are similar to the school

I stay at the school because it is my responsibility as a part of it to make it better

I am willing to go the extra mile to help the school grow

I care about the future of the school

Job competence I am very confident in my ability to do my job Sun et al. (2018); Kim et al. 

(2021)I am confident in my ability to do all things at work

I have all the skills needed to do my job

I can successfully complete the scheduled teaching tasks

Professional motivation I chose to be at private universities because I am interested in teaching Wu et al. (2007); Cai and Dong 

(2017)I chose to be at private universities because I enjoy the process of teaching

I chose to work at private universities because I like challenging tasks

I chose to work at private universities because I like the work atmosphere at private universities

Professional prospects If I continue to stay at our school, there are opportunities to learn Lin et al. (2012); Zhou (2012); 

Martins et al. (2014)If I stay in our school, I can be promoted

If I continue to stay at our school, I have the possibility to achieve my ambition

If I continue to stay in our school, it will help me to develop my career

Perceived fairness Teachers generally feel that the school has developed a fair reward policy Kumar et al. (2018); Yang and 

Wang (2015)The school has established some effective rules and regulations to encourage teachers to be innovative

Our school has a well-developed teacher development and training mechanism

The school has its own strategic goals and teachers are generally willing to work towards them

Our school has opportunities for teachers to participate in school governance

Job achievements I feel satisfied that I can do a good job in teaching Deng and Wang (2011); Li and 

Zheng (2017)My teaching performance is recognized and appreciated by my students

I am recognized by my colleagues for my teaching performance

My teaching performance gives me more confidence

My daily teaching work goes well and makes me feel happy
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impact on job happiness (JH). That is, H2 is supported. Third, 
professional motivation (PM) (β = 0.287, value of p < 0.001) has 
a positive and significant impact on job happiness (JH). That is, 

H3 is supported. Fourth, professional prospects (PP) (β = 0.275, 
value of p < 0.001) has a positive and significant impact on job 
happiness (JH). That is, H4 is supported. Fifth, perceived fairness 
(PF) (β = 0.261, value of p < 0.001) has a positive and significant 
impact on job happiness (JH). That is, H5 is supported. Sixth, job 
achievements (JA) (β = 0.218, value of p < 0.001) has a positive 
and significant impact on job happiness (JH). That is, H6 
is supported.

The explanatory power of professional identity to explain job 
happiness is 31.1%. The explanatory power of job competence to 
explain job happiness is 31.5%. The explanatory power of 
professional motivation to explain job happiness is 51.2%. The 
explanatory power of professional prospects to explain job 
happiness is 36.7%. The explanatory power of perceived fairness 
to explain job happiness is 62.2%. The explanatory power of job 
achievements to explain job happiness is 54.6%. This indicates that 
the research model has good explanatory power.

TABLE 2 Confirmatory factor analysis.

Variable Item Factor loadings Composite reliability Average variance extracted Cronbach’a

PI PI1 0.886 0.952 0.799 0.952

PI2 0.905

PI3 0.903

PI4 0.877

PI5 0.899

JC JC1 0.896 0.935 0.783 0.935

JC2 0.925

JC3 0.850

JC4 0.867

PM PM1 0.850 0.909 0.715 0.906

PM2 0.896

PM3 0.864

PM4 0.767

PP PP1 0.840 0.924 0.752 0.924

PP2 0.798

PP3 0.917

PP4 0.909

PF PF1 0.777 0.925 0.711 0.924

PF2 0.857

PF3 0.876

PF4 0.856

PF5 0.846

JA JA1 0.859 0.937 0.749 0.936

JA2 0.895

JA3 0.893

JA4 0.833

JA5 0.844

JH JH1 0.890 0.935 0.743 0.935

JH2 0.871

JH3 0.863

JH4 0.839

JH5 0.847

PI, professional identity; JC, job competence; PM, professional motivation; PP, professional prospects; PF, perceived fairness; JA, job achievements; JH, job happiness.

TABLE 3 Discriminant validity.

PI JC PM PP PF JA JH

PI 0.894

JC 0.717 0.885

PM 0.524 0.558 0.846

PP 0.468 0.439 0.736 0.865

PF 0.428 0.385 0.654 0.726 0.843

JA 0.638 0.704 0.583 0.546 0.527 0.865

JH 0.754 0.642 0.550 0.573 0.461 0.584 0.862

The items on the diagonal on bold represent the square roots of the AVE; off-diagonal 
elements are the correlation estimates. PI, professional identity; JC, job competence; PM, 
professional motivation; PP, professional prospects; PF. perceived fairness; JA. job 
achievements; JH, job happiness.
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TABLE 5 Regression coefficient.

Hypothesis Unstd. 
coefficient (β)

SE z-Value Std. coefficient Value of p R-square Result

PI- > JH 0.326 0.051 4.431 0.367 *** 0.311 Supported

JC- > JH 0.264 0.057 4.561 0.340 * 0.315 Supported

PM- > JH 0.287 0.061 4.705 0.328 *** 0.512 Supported

PP- > JH 0.275 0.068 4.561 0.243 ** 0.367 Supported

PF- > JH 0.261 0.057 4.579 0.274 *** 0.622 Supported

JA- > JH 0.218 0.041 5.317 0.271 *** 0.546 Supported

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. 
PI, professional identity; JC, job competence; PM, professional motivation; PP, professional prospects; PF, perceived fairness; JA, job achievements; JH, job happiness.

Discussion

The results of data analysis show that among the factors 
influencing private universities teachers’ job happiness, perceived 
fairness, professional identity, job achievements, job competence, 
professional professional prospects, and professional motivation 
have significant positive effects on private universities teachers’ job 
happiness, in descending order of influence, professional identity, 
job competence, professional prospects, and professional 
motivation have significant positive effects on private universities 
teachers’ job happiness. Professional prospects, perceived fairness, 
job achievements, and professional motivation. The details are 
discussed as follows.

First, the results of data analysis showed that professional 
identity has a significant effect on job happiness. The findings are 
consistent with the logical reasoning of the hypothesis and 
professional identity has the greatest effect on private universities 
teachers’ job happiness. The results of the hypothesis test showed 
that professional identity was significantly and positively related 
to private universities teachers’ job happiness, with the largest 
unstandardized coefficients (β) of 0.326, which was the largest 
among the six factors. That is, any small improvement in teachers’ 
professional identity will lead to an increase in teachers’ job 
happiness in private universities. Teachers with a strong sense of 
professional identity in private universities are proud to 
be teachers and are driven by a strong sense of self-development, 

which allows teachers to develop an intrinsic interest in teaching 
and to find enjoyment and fulfillment in it, which is the 
prerequisite foundation for teachers to strive to do their jobs well 
and to continue to forge ahead. Only if they love the teaching 
profession enough can teachers consciously and voluntarily 
achieve self-development, treating the process of pursuing 
continuous improvement of teaching ability as an internal positive 
development process, pursuing life values, and not catering to 
external pressure or temptation, in order to continuously improve 
the quality of teaching and talent training.

Second, the results of data analysis showed that job 
competence has a significant effect on job happiness. The findings 
are consistent with the logical reasoning of the hypothesis and the 
effect of job competence on private universities teachers’ job 
happiness is second to none. Job competence has a significant 
positive effect on private universities teachers’ job happiness, with 
a standardized regression coefficient second only to professional 
identity. Teachers of private universities need to keep up with the 
times, learn and enrich themselves, have the ability to apply 
modern teaching techniques, organize and design teaching, and 
know how to translate subject knowledge into subject teaching. It 
is also important for teachers to be able to stimulate the interest in 
learning according to the characteristics of the student population 
of private universities, so that the course can be “knowledgeable + 
interesting + practical” and improve the effectiveness of the class. 
This is easy to be recognized by the leaders and admired by the 
students, which is conducive to maintaining a good working 
condition, thus realizing self-worth and reaping the happiness of 
teachers’ work.

Third, the results of data analysis showed that professional 
prospects had a significant effect on job happiness. The findings 
are consistent with the logical reasoning of the hypothesis. The 
unstandardized coefficients (β) of professional prospects on 
private universities teachers’ job happiness was 0.275. This 
indicates that the more promising private universities teachers’ 
careers are, the more they feel happy at work. If teachers feel that 
in private universities, there are clear promotion channels, room 
for development, a specialized teacher training system, and many 
learning opportunities, they will feel that being a teacher in a 
university is helpful for their future career development, which 
can also enhance teachers’ job happiness.

TABLE 4 Model fit criteria and the test results.

Model fit Criteria Model fit of 
research model

MLχ2 The small the better 4496.741

DF The large the better 443.000

Normed Chi-sqr (χ2/DF) 1 < χ2/DF < 3 10.151

RMSEA <0.08 0.065

SRMR <0.08 0.039

TLI (NNFI) >0.9 0.935

CFI >0.9 0.942

GFI >0.9 0.936

AGFI >0.9 0.928
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Fourth, the results of data analysis showed that perceived 
fairness had a significant effect on job happiness. The findings are 
consistent with the logical reasoning of the hypothesis. The 
development of teachers in private universities is a long-term 
process, in which the establishment of appropriate management 
systems is the basic guarantee of teacher development. Private 
universities’ management systems are not perfect, management 
systems are changed from time to time, systems are not effectively 
implemented, performance assessment mechanisms, training 
mechanisms are not perfect, etc., which shackle the development 
of teachers in private universities is still in existence. In practice, 
only teachers feel that the school’s performance appraisal 
mechanism is fair, the school provides sufficient training and 
development opportunities for teachers, the school’s various 
management mechanisms are more standardized and reflect a 
people-oriented approach, teachers can feel fair in such an 
organizational environment, and working in such an atmosphere 
will greatly enhance job happiness.

Fifth, the results of data analysis showed that job achievements 
had a significant effect on job happiness. The findings are 
consistent with the logical reasoning of the hypothesis. Teachers’ 
strong job achievements motivate them to devote themselves to 
their work, to obtain achievements, and to generate a sense of 
accomplishment, pleasure, and responsibility. Work is no longer 
passive, but becomes a conscious and autonomous behavior. 
Teachers need to have a sense of accomplishment in teaching. It is 
a great honor and pleasure to be recognized and sought after by 
students through successfully teaching each lesson, and to feel the 
value and pleasure of teaching from it. Teachers are not only 
teaching, but also influencing their students to develop into the 
talents needed by society through their own words and example. 
This is the greatest sense of accomplishment as a teacher. Teaching 
is a profession that requires selfless dedication, especially for 
teachers in private universities, where the quality of students is 
weak and the salary and benefits in private universities are not as 
good as in public schools, teachers need to have enough sense of 
job achievements in order to enhance their The teachers need to 
have enough sense of job achievements in order to enhance the 
teachers’ happiness in their work.

Sixth, the results of data analysis showed that professional 
motivation had a significant effect on job happiness. The findings 
are consistent with the logical reasoning of the hypothesis. The 
unstandardized coefficients (β) of professional motivation on 
private universities teachers’ job happiness is 0.287. private 
universities are influenced by funding and resources, and social 
recognition is low, and since private The operation of private 
universities is subject to cost control, and they mainly rely on 
tuition fees to maintain their survival and development, and there 
is a gap between teachers’ welfare and public universities. In such 
a difficult situation, teachers of private universities need to have 
educational emotions, enjoy the teaching process, truly love 
education, be  interested in teaching, and reap a sense of 
accomplishment from the growth of students in the process of 
education and teaching.

They should have clear and simple professional motivation, 
strong educational feelings, deep love for the teaching profession, 
and the ability to quietly enjoy the happiness brought by this 
profession without being influenced by the external environment.

Practical implications

This study is a quantitative study of the factors influencing 
teachers’ job happiness in private universities. The model of 
private universities teachers’ job happiness influencing factors 
constructed in this study provides theoretical support for the 
in-depth understanding and effective prediction of private 
universities teachers’ job happiness, and has implications for 
private universities. This study provides theoretical support for 
understanding and effectively predicting teachers’ job happiness 
in private universities.

Firstly, the government should pay attention to the internal 
development of private higher education and improve the 
professional identity of teachers. For a long time, the state has 
focused on the compliance of private universities’ development, 
and has provided little support to private universities’ financial 
investment, teachers’ salary and humanistic care, talent training 
and scientific research. The lack of resources is an important factor 
affecting the change of the faculty development system of private 
universities, and it is also a bottleneck restricting the improvement 
of teaching ability level of private higher education teachers. The 
policy for teachers in private universities should be changed from 
simple and traditional management to value-based management 
for their development. To improve the initiative of private 
universities and teachers, we  need to promote the change of 
faculty development system. We  should increase the financial 
support for faculty development in private universities, and 
support the establishment of faculty development centers in 
private universities in terms of resources and policies; encourage 
universities to use specific faculty development programs as the 
basis, make full use of social resources to improve teachers’ 
teaching ability, and expand the funding sources for faculty 
development according to their own characteristics In addition, 
we also encourage universities to make full use of the support of 
social resources to enhance teachers’ teaching ability and expand 
the funding sources for teacher development. Private universities 
once made a significant contribution to the popularization of 
higher education in China, and in the new era, the high-quality 
development of higher education in China is inseparable from 
private higher education, as private universities ushered in the 
classification and management of non-profit private universities, 
the state needs to introduce some policies and measures to 
promote the Private universities need to introduce policies and 
measures to promote the high-quality development of private 
universities, teachers are the main body of the high-quality 
development of private universities, so that private universities 
teachers can have the same development opportunities as teachers 
in public universities, enhance the social recognition of private 
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universities teachers This will help to improve the professional 
identity of private universities teachers and greatly enhance the 
job happiness of private universities teachers.

Secondly, private universities should strengthen their 
organizational support for faculty development. On the one hand, 
it is important to establish a regular mechanism to promote 
teachers’ teaching ability and improve job competence. Science 
and technology are changing rapidly, and schools help teachers 
adapt to and face the challenges of new ideas, new knowledge and 
new technology, so that teachers’ job skills can keep up with the 
requirements of high-quality development of higher education, 
and schools should have different levels and types of training 
systems for teachers’ teaching competence improvement. Teachers 
with different needs can find the right training content to learn. 
The university actively builds a platform for scientific research, 
improves the scientific research management system, establishes, 
and cultivates an atmosphere for teachers to engage in scientific 
research, improves scientific research facilities, research materials, 
flexible systems and mechanisms, advocates scientific research 
integrity, improves teachers’ scientific research literacy, and 
organizes teachers to actively declare vertical and horizontal 
projects. As teachers, they must pay attention to the positive 
correlation between scientific research and teaching, carry out 
research around teaching, and give full play to the role of scientific 
research in promoting teaching. This will help deepen teaching 
content, provide richer knowledge content for students’ learning, 
improve students’ learning effect, gain students’ and parents’ 
recognition, harvest job achievements and enhance job happiness.

On the other hand, it is important to guide teachers to 
establish that devoting oneself to education is an important way 
to realize the value of life. There may be many ways to realize life 
value, especially in the diverse life paths choose teaching career 
may not bring more material wealth to individuals, but the 
teaching profession can meet the conditions of basic material life 
to train talents for society and dedicate to scientific career, and 
then can obtain spiritual wealth. In our higher education system, 
private universities have a high level of stress and heavy workload, 
which is the consensus of the higher education industry. This is a 
common understanding of the higher education industry. It is 
common in the higher education industry that teachers should 
be  guided to adapt to the working environment of private 
universities, and to carry out activities to improve teachers’ 
resistance to stress and to adapt to the working atmosphere of 
private universities. Meanwhile, private universities should take 
the initiative to improve their internal management and create a 
harmonious environment for their work, so that teachers can fall 
in love with the teaching profession, learn for life, and improve 
their teaching skills.

Thirdly, to build a developmental evaluation mechanism for 
teachers of private universities. Teacher evaluation mechanism is 
a basic measure for scientific and efficient management and 
effective motivation of university faculty. The main purpose of 
building an effective evaluation mechanism is to make teachers 
happier in school, to enhance teachers’ job happiness, and to 

realize the development of teachers’ teaching ability. Construct a 
developmental teacher evaluation system. The traditional teacher 
evaluation used to focus more on teachers’ past qualities and 
achievements, and lacked the function of motivating teachers to 
improve, which made it difficult to promote the development of 
teachers’ teaching ability. Therefore, it is necessary to establish an 
up-to-date evaluation system to make teachers perceive fairness, 
to encourage them to develop their teaching abilities, to encourage 
them to teach according to their abilities, to require them to reflect 
on their teaching, and to make them proactively respond to the 
needs of higher education in the age of digitalization.

This study uses quantitative research methods to analyze the 
influencing factors of private universities teachers’ job happiness, 
and then proposes countermeasures to improve private universities 
teachers’ job happiness with a strong theoretical basis and certain 
systematicity, which can promote the development and 
improvement of private universities’ teachers’ team construction.

Theoretical contributions

This study explores the specific factors influencing private 
universities teachers’ job happiness based on empirical research, 
and the theoretical contributions are mainly as follows.

First, this study explores the factors influencing private 
universities teachers’ job happiness in an all-round way by taking 
private universities teachers as the research target, and expands 
the related research. Using research data from six regions: 
northeast, central, east, north, south, and west (northwest and 
southwest), we conducted an empirical study on the happiness of 
teachers in private universities through a large sample, and 
achieved a comprehensive analysis of factors affecting the 
happiness of teachers in private universities from a multi-angle 
perspective for the special development environment of private 
universities. The study also constructs the theoretical relationship 
between professional identity, job competence, professional 
motivation, professional prospects, perceived fairness, and job 
happiness. The theoretical model of the relationship between 
professional identity, job competence, professional motivation, 
professional prospects, perceived fairness, job happiness, and 
job achievements.

Second, this study adopts a quantitative research method to 
provide an in-depth analysis of the factors influencing teachers’ 
job happiness in private universities in China and to provide 
specific paths for improving human resource management in 
private universities. The results of quantitative analysis show that 
professional identity, job competence, professional prospects, 
perceived fairness, job achievements, and professional motivation 
all have significant effects on teachers’ job happiness in private 
universities, so as to clarify the influence of each factor on job 
happiness and provide a specific path for private It is also 
important to clarify the influence of each factor on job happiness, 
to provide a specific path for private universities to improve 
teachers’ job happiness, to optimize the level of human resource 
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management in private universities, and to improve the 
organizational performance of private universities.

Research limitations and future 
research directions

The context of this study is domestic universities, and the 
research method also only uses quantitative research methods, 
using questionnaires to collect questionnaires. Due to the 
constraints of time, energy, economic conditions, and many 
other factors, in-depth interviews were not conducted; the 
geographical distribution of the selected questionnaire sample 
involved six regions though. However, the sample size of each 
region was not very large. This may also affect the generalizability 
of the results of this study. In addition, although this study has 
verified the influencing factors of job happiness, it has not 
explored the mechanism of each influencing factor on job 
happiness in more depth, such as through what internal 
mechanism professional identity affects teachers’ job happiness, 
whether there is an interactive relationship between job The 
study has not explored more deeply the mechanism of the 
influence of various factors on job happiness, such as how 
professional identity affects teachers’ job happiness, whether 
there is an interactive relationship between factors such as 
competence and professional prospects. In response to the above 
problems, the sample coverage and sample size can be expanded 
in the future to better investigate the teachers of private 
universities distributed in different regions, to improve the 
representativeness and universality of the research sample, and 
to facilitate in-depth data mining and generalization. In the 
future, we  can also conduct a study on the critical path of 
teachers’ job happiness and propose a more effective and 
reasonable plan for the construction of teachers’ management 
team in private universities.
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