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ABSTRACT. In this study, we attempt to explain the

divergent results found in the relationships between

supervisor–subordinate guanxi and employee work out-

comes. Specifically, we propose that the relationships

between supervisor–subordinate guanxi and participatory

management, turnover intentions, and organizational

commitment are mediated by job satisfaction. Based on

the data collected from a sample of 196 employees of

three local manufacturing firms in Zhejiang Province,

China, we found that job satisfaction fully mediated the

effects of supervisor–subordinate guanxi on participatory

management and intentions to leave, but partially medi-

ated the relationship between supervisor–subordinate

guanxi and organizational commitment. Theoretical and

practical implications are discussed.
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Introduction

Due to its ubiquitous existence and importance in

people’s daily life and business activities in China,

guanxi has attracted increasing scholarly attention in

recent decades (Chan et al., 2002; Fan, 2002; Xin

and Pearce, 1996; Zhang and Zhang, 2006). Par-

ticularly, guanxi has been widely studied in different

disciplines, such as philosophy (Hwang, 1987),

sociology (Yang, 1994), strategic management (Peng

and Luo, 2000), ethics (Tan and Snell, 2002), and

organizational behavior (Chen and Tjosvold, 2006;

Tsui and Farh, 1997), to name just a few. Guanxi is

generally conceptualized as close relationships

between people of different relations that are based

on mutual interests and benefits (Yang, 1994).

This study investigates the mediating role of job

satisfaction in the relationships between supervisor–

subordinate guanxi and employee work outcomes.

Supervisor–subordinate guanxi refers to personal

relationship between a supervisor and a subordinate

developed largely from non-work related social

interactions both inside and outside working hours.

Although supervisor–subordinate guanxi has been

criticized as a means of encouraging bribery and

under-table transactions, close particularistic ties

have also been widely used as a substitute for

reducing high transactional cost for a society with a

less formal institutional support (Xin and Pearce,

1996; Warren et al., 2004). For example, super-

visor–subordinate guanxi has been found to be re-

lated to subordinates’ trust in their supervisors

(Wong et al., 2003), to participative leadership

(Chen and Tjosvold, 2006), to open-minded com-

munication (Chen and Tjosvold, 2007), and to

organizational commitment and turnover intentions

(Farh et al., 1998). However, others did not find any

significant link between supervisor–subordinate gu-

anxi and employee work outcomes (Chen and

Tjosvold, 2006; Farh et al., 1998; Wong et al.,

2003). Given these inconclusive empirical findings,

supervisor–subordinate guanxi might be at the risk

of being unethically exploited in practice if the

conditions underlying the link between supervisor–

subordinate guanxi and employee work outcomes

are not thoroughly investigated.

Farh et al. (1998) offered a plausible explanation

to the insignificant effects of supervisor–subordinate

guanxi on organizational commitment and turn-

over intentions. They argued that such insignificant

effects might be due to the possibility of neglected

conditions that fail to link an employee’s level of
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commitment to a supervisor to his/her level of

commitment to the company. Recently researchers

have begun to notice and document the missing

mediating links between supervisor–subordinate

guanxi and employee work outcomes. For example,

Chen and Tjosvold (2007) reported that supervisor–

subordinate guanxi could be directly and indirectly

affected by open-mined communications that in

turn affect challenging job assignments and promo-

tions. Moreover, supervisor–subordinate guanxi has

been found to be both directly and indirectly related

to subordinates’ organizational citizenship behavior

through their trust in supervisor (Wong et al., 2003).

Although these empirical findings have advanced

our understanding of the links between supervisor–

subordinate guanxi and employee work outcomes

through the examination of some mediators,

unfortunately, little is known about the mediating

role of job satisfaction in the relationships between

supervisor–subordinate guanxi and employee work

outcomes. Given the salience of this issue, results of

this study are expected to enrich the literature on

supervisor–subordinate guanxi and employee work

outcomes. Therefore, we propose that job satisfac-

tion is one of the important mediators that exist

between supervisor–subordinate guanxi and em-

ployee work outcomes.

Job satisfaction refers to a person’s pleasurable

state that stems from one’s own appraisal of one’s job

or job experience. Hui and Graen (1997) argued that

individuals’ view on their jobs are related to their

perceived status of membership in the interpersonal

network and such status is reflective of supervisor–

subordinate guanxi quality. In a similar vein, Song

and Werbel (2007) also suggested that the more the

time individuals devoted to social networking, the

higher rewards they are able to capture from such

investment, such as a higher chance of getting sat-

isfying jobs.

Past research also highlighted that individuals who

are satisfied with their jobs are willing to participate

in decisions-making related to their positions in the

firm (Scott et al., 2003) and value the organizational

membership owing to attractive career development

opportunities (Curry et al., 1986). These individuals

may also be unwilling to incur a high cost of losing

the favors of job if they choose to leave the exist-

ing organization (Tekleab et al., 2005). Despite

the above studies indicated the possible chain of

relationships from supervisor–subordinate guanxi, to

job satisfaction, and to employee work outcomes,

unfortunately, we are unaware of any study that

explicitly explores the role of job satisfaction as a

mediator in the relationships between supervisor–

subordinate guanxi and work outcomes.

The objective of this study is in twofolds: (a) to

examine the link between supervisor–subordinate

guanxi and subordinates’ job satisfaction; and (b) to

investigate the extent to which job satisfaction

extends the effects of supervisor–subordinate guanxi

to organizational commitment, participatory man-

agement, and turnover intentions. This study offers

an alternative explanation to the insignificant links

found between supervisor–subordinate guanxi and

work outcomes in the past studies by arguing that in

a guanxi relationship, the target of the subordinate’s

reciprocity is supervisor not organization. Therefore,

to translate the effects of person-relevant supervisor–

subordinate guanxi into positive organization-

relevant work outcomes, job satisfaction should act

as a mediator. In other words, subordinates who

have a good personal relationship their subordinates

will be motivated to be committed to and to stay

with the firm and will be happy to participate in

decision making when they are satisfied with their

jobs.

In the following sections, we first review the lit-

erature on supervisor–subordinate guanxi, job satis-

faction and employee work outcomes and then

develop three hypotheses concerning the relation-

ships among supervisor–subordinate guanxi, job

satisfaction, and the work outcomes. Finally, we test

our proposed mediation model based on the data

collected from 196 employees of three manufactur-

ing firms in China. Then, we conclude this article by

a discussion on research results and practical impli-

cations for researchers and practitioners.

Literature review and hypotheses

supervisor–subordinate guanxi

Guanxi is categorized into three types on the basis of

family ties (kinship), familiar persons (former class-

mates and colleagues), and strangers (with common

demographic attributes) (Farh et al., 1998; Zhang

and Zhang, 2006). According to the social exchange
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theory (Blau, 1964), when one gets the favor, the

receiver is trusted to have an obligation to repay the

favor to the donor in unspecified time. Guanxi is

regarded as a double-edged sword (Warren et al.,

2004). On one hand, guanxi is viewed as a useful

social capital that provides access to distribution

channels (Nee, 1992) and enhances business per-

formance (Peng and Luo, 2000; Xin and Pearce,

1996). On the other hand, guanxi has been found to

be associated with illicit payments and under-table

transactions (Zhang and Zhang, 2006).

Drawing on Chen and Tjosvold (2006), we

define supervisor–subordinate guanxi as personal

relationship between a supervisor and a subordinate

that is developed largely from non-work related

social interactions both inside and outside working

hours. This guanxi relationship can give subordinates

favors and resources like career advancement

opportunities. As indicated above, supervisor–sub-

ordinate guanxi can also be a double-edged sword.

On one hand, some ethnical behaviors might take

place in supervisor–subordinate guanxi. For exam-

ple, subordinates can make use of guanxi with their

supervisor to know the final shortlists of internal

promotions prior to formal announcements (Chan

et al., 2002; Millington et al., 2005; Standifird and

Marshall, 2000). On the other hand, subordinates

could make use of the good guanxi with their

supervisor to explain their honest mistakes and

the supervisor may find it easier to forgive the

mistakes made by these subordinates (Kiong and

Kee, 1998).

supervisor–subordinate guanxi is different from

leader–member exchange (LMX) in that the latter

refers to quality working relationship between sub-

ordinates and their supervisor whereas the former

refers to the quality personal relationship largely

developed from social interactions between subor-

dinates and their superior both inside and outside

working hours with a special reference to the

Chinese context. Given the increasing prominence

of supervisor–subordinate guanxi in Asia settings,

researchers have started to pay more attention to

supervisor–subordinate guanxi. It has been found to

be related to supervisory administrative decisions

(Law et al., 2000), joint decisions making and open-

minded discussions (Chen and Tjosvold, 2006), and

subordinates’ trust in their supervisor and organiza-

tional citizenship behaviors (Wong et al., 2003).

We argue that employees’ job satisfaction can

translate the effects of supervisor–subordinate guanxi

into positive work outcomes by curbing subordi-

nates’ ethical behaviors and enhancing their loyalty

and commitment to the firm. The Figure 1 depicts

our conceptual model by linking supervisor–subor-

dinate guanxi to job satisfaction and then linking job

satisfaction to work outcomes.

supervisor–subordinate guanxi and job

satisfaction

Drawing on the inducement and contribution the-

ory (March and Simons, 1958), we argue that those

subordinates who receive more inducements from

their superior (e.g., career advancement opportuni-

ties, resources, premium assignments, and time

attentions) than their counterparts may perceive a

higher status to stay with that network relationship.

Subordinates who have a good guanxi with their

supervisor may perceive a higher self-esteem when

they are believed to be more important than others

in the organization (Child et al., 1995). Such pres-

tigious feeling can lead to a positive affective ori-

entation toward the jobs.

Moreover, the subordinates may also take

advantage of the close personal friendship with their

supervisor to seek better job-related returns, such as

assignment of premium jobs and provision of addi-

tional career advancements as well as better work

environment. The subordinates are more likely to

seek work advice from supervisor when they gain

increased breadth and depth of communication than

others who do not (Chen and Tjosvold, 2006). In

this context, the subordinates may find it easier to

meet the job requirements of their superior and this

facilitates the subordinates’ job executions. Conse-

quently, this gives the subordinates a higher level of

job satisfaction.

Taken from the standpoint of the supervisor, they

might be willing to use informal channels to resolve

non-routine work problems of those subordinates

with whom they have close guanxi relationship

because such practice is timelier (Bian, 1994). For

example, the supervisor may use personal means to

create developmental opportunities and to exert

personal influence on job assignments, resources

allocations, and promotions that match up with
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subordinates’ interests. Taken together, subordinates

who benefit from a supervisor–subordinate guanxi

relationship will be satisfied with their jobs. Thus,

we conjecture that:

Hypothesis 1: supervisor–subordinate guanxi is pos-

itively related to job satisfaction.

Job satisfaction and organizational

commitment

Organizational commitment is defined as an indi-

vidual’s attitudes toward an organization that involve

a strong belief in and acceptance of organizational

goals and values (Mowday et al., 1982). Job satis-

faction has been widely regarded as one of the major

determinants of organizational commitment (Hom

et al., 1984; Lawler, 1992; Mowday et al., 1982).

Individuals are happy to work if their jobs enhance

their self-esteem and provide opportunities for

recognition of their work abilities. According to

Korman (1970), individuals who are able to get an

increased self-esteem from their jobs would be

delighted to develop positive organizational atti-

tudes, thus, resulting in organizational commitment.

Moreover, organizational commitment reflects an

individual’s fondness of a job and emotional attach-

ment to that organization (Mitchell et al., 2001).

In other words, individuals regard themselves as key

organizational members because of their positive

feelings toward their jobs. Accordingly, the more

harmonious the relationship between individuals and

their job environment, the more these individuals

prefer the organization (O’ Reilly et al., 1991). As a

result, the individuals are willing to attach to that

organization. In addition, Steers (1977) also con-

tended those individuals whose needs are satisfied by

an organization are more likely to reciprocate by

developing more commitment to that organization.

Furthermore, individuals may attribute the posi-

tive effects of the jobs to their employer (Lincoln

and Kalleberg, 1990). The attribution may motivate

these individuals to hold positive attitudes and

exhibit constructive behaviors toward the organiza-

tion. One of the possible actions that individuals

may take is to promote future well beings of their

organization (Rusbult et al., 1988). Therefore, we

propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2a: Job satisfaction is positively related

to organizational commitment.

Job satisfaction and turnover intentions

Drawing on the expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964),

we argue that when job characteristics such as job

Organizational
commitment

+

- Turnover
intentionsJob

satisfaction
+

Supervisor-subordinate
guanxi

+

Participatory
management

Figure 1. Hypothesized model of the relationship between supervisor–subordinate guanxi, and organizational-relevant

work outcomes.
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autonomy and job variety are in line with what

employees expect. This can provide a positive moti-

vational force for them to maintain the satisfying work

situations. As a result, employees will be unwilling to

leave the organization because their exit will definitely

lead to a loss of job related favors. Moreover, the

satisfying job conditions may meet the personal values

of subordinates if such job provides a sense of

excitement and accomplishment (George and Jones,

1996). In this situation, these subordinates who feel

good about their jobs may put in more efforts to keep

the satisfying jobs. Hence, the positive affective re-

sponses toward the job may contribute toward indi-

viduals’ desire to stay with the organization. Taken

above, we offer the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2b: Job satisfaction is negatively related

to intentions to leave an organization.

Job satisfaction and participatory

management

Participatory management is an effective tool of

promoting employees’ morale and improving their

work performance. Participation allows employees to

share the influence among individuals who are

hierarchically unequal (Locke and Schweiger, 1979)

and to involve in decision-making related to infor-

mation processing (Wagner, 1994). According to the

expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964), employees who

hold a positive predisposition of jobs may act in a

certain way on the expectation that the input efforts

devoted to the jobs will provide them enjoyment of

reaching ones’ full potential. Hence, these employees

are led by the positive affective feelings to actively

contribute to organizational decision-making.

Moreover, employees may also ascribe the posi-

tive disposition of jobs to organizational concerns for

them. When employees have positive views of the

organization, this facilitates their development of a

sense of belonging to that organization. When

employees regard themselves as key organizational

members, they may be eager to care for the fate of

that organization and participate in decision-making

that concerns the welfare of that organization.

Therefore, those employees who are satisfied with

their jobs will be happy to voice constructive

opinions and influence the quality of organizational

decisions. Accordingly, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2c: Job satisfaction is positively related to

participatory management.

The mediating role of job satisfaction

As discussed above, empirical findings are inconclu-

sive regarding the relationship between supervisor–

subordinate guanxi and work outcomes. For example,

Farh et al. (1998) did not find any direct link

between supervisor–subordinate guanxi and organi-

zational commitment and turnover intentions. Fur-

thermore, supervisor–subordinate guanxi was found

to indirectly influence challenging job assignment and

promotions through open-dialogue communications

(Chen and Tjosvold, 2006). Wong et al. (2003) also

revealed a chain of relationships linking supervisor–

subordinate guanxi to organizational citizenship

behavior through subordinates’ trust in their super-

visor. Clearly, these evidences point to the possibility

that mediators such as job satisfaction may account for

the insignificant link between supervisor–subordinate

guanxi and work outcomes.

Moreover, supervisor–subordinate guanxi is a

personal tie that subordinates develop with their

supervisor from social interactions both inside and

outside working hours. The target of subordinate’s

reciprocity in a supervisor–subordinate guanxi rela-

tionship is the superior not the organization, partic-

ularly in the Chinese context. However, work

outcomes such as participatory management, orga-

nizational commitment, and turnover intentions are

organization-relevant. Based on Fishbein and Ajzen’s

(1974), attitudes and behaviors will be strongly re-

lated to each other if these responses are expressed at

the same foci. Therefore, person-relevant super-

visor–subordinate guanxi may not be able to have a

direct impact on organization-relevant work out-

comes. In order to do so, mediators like job satis-

faction are needed to extend the effects of supervisor–

subordinate guanxi to work outcomes.

Based on the hypotheses developed above, we

argue that job satisfaction is such a mediator that

extends the effects of person-relevant supervisor–

subordinate guanxi to favorable organization-rele-
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vant outcomes. Subordinates who have a good gu-

anxi with their superior are more likely to get extra

job benefits such as more challenging job assignments

and training opportunities than others. Conse-

quently, the subordinates have a positive view of their

jobs. Satisfied employees are motivated to show their

organizational commitment, stay with the organiza-

tion and to actively participate in organizational

decision-making. Therefore, we posit that job satis-

faction is a missing link that bridges the relationship

between person-relevant supervisor–subordinate

guanxi and organization-relevant work outcomes.

Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed.

Hypothesis 3a: Job satisfaction mediates the rela-

tionship between supervisor–subordinate guanxi

and subordinates’ organizational commitment.
Hypothesis 3b: Job satisfaction mediates the rela-

tionship between supervisor–subordinate guanxi

and subordinates’ turnover intentions.
Hypothesis 3c: Job satisfaction mediates the relation-

ship between supervisor–subordinate guanxi and

subordinates’ participatory management.

Methodology

Data were randomly collected from employees of

three firms from food, clothing, and electronics

industries, respectively, in Hangzhou, Zhejiang

Province, China. After successful contacts with the

human resources representatives of these three firms,

we dispatched local research assistants to collect data

on-site. During data collection, our research assis-

tants explained clearly the research objectives, pro-

cedure of data collection, and guaranteed the

anonymity of respondents. Out of 200 question-

naires, 196 usable questionnaires were returned,

with a very high response rate of 98%. Out of 196

respondents, 84% of them came from a private firm,

followed by 7% from a collective firm, and 9% of a

Sino-French joint venture. Over half of the

respondents were male (55.7%), secondary educated

(37.3%), earn US$160 monthly (11.6%), and are

supportive workers (23%). Majority of these

respondents participate in industry of electronic,

clothing, and food. The mean age and organizational

tenure of these respondents were 31.2 and 7.1 years.

Measures

All constructs are subordinate self-rated ranging from

a scale of 1 ‘‘strongly disagree’’ and 7 ‘‘strongly

agree.’’ With exception of participatory manage-

ment, subordinates are rated on a 7-likert with a

scale of 1 ‘‘subordinate has no right’’ to 7 ‘‘subor-

dinate enjoys right of participation.’’

supervisor–subordinate guanxi

Since supervisor–subordinate guanxi is a personal

relationship developed through close social interac-

tions between subordinate and superior, we design the

three-item scale to contain these special elements by

developing a new item and adopting two items from

Liden et al. (1993). Since feeling (Qing) is one of two

predictors of quality of guanxi (Chen et al., 2004), we

focus on the feeling aspect of guanxi to measure the

quality of guanxi between supervisor and subordinate.

An example item is, ‘‘My supervisor invites me to his/

her home for lunch or dinner.’’ The Cronbach alpha

of supervisor–subordinate guanxi scale is 0.78.

Job satisfaction

The 10-item version of the satisfaction with work was

adopted from Illinois Job Satisfaction Index (Cher-

nyshenko et al., 2003). After removal of two items due

to low factor loading, eight items retained, and an

exampleof these items is, ‘‘I am satisfiedwithmywork.’’

The Cronbach alpha of job satisfaction scale is 0.70.

Organizational commitment

A 10-item scale of organizational commitment was

adopted from Allen and Meyer (1991). An example

item is, ‘‘I really feel that problems faced by my

organization are also my problems.’’ Cronbach alpha

of this scale is 0.76.

Intentions to leave

A 10-items scale was adopted from Cammann et al.

(1979). An example item is, ‘‘I am actively looking
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for another job.’’ After dropping two items of low

loadings, eight items retained and the Cronbach

alpha of the scale is 0.72.

Participatory management

We chose a 12-item measure of Chinese derivative

of Rooney’s worker participation index used in Wu

and Lee (2001) to measure the degree of participa-

tory management. An example item is, ‘‘To what

extent have you participated and being recognized in

terms of pay scale?’’ The Cronbach alpha of partic-

ipatory management scale is 0.87.

Control variables

Gender, educational level, age, organizational ten-

ure, and monthly salary are controlled to rule out the

plausible impacts on employees’ organizational

commitment, intentions to leave, and participatory

management.

The questionnaire items were originally in Eng-

lish and then translated into Chinese by a researcher

who was bilingual in Mandarin and English. We

used a back-translation method (Brislin et al., 1973)

to ensure that there is high accuracy of both English

and Mandarin versions.

Analytical procedures and results

Before the testing of hypotheses, we checked the

convergent validity of supervisor–subordinate gu-

anxi and job satisfaction, using AMOS 6.0. Results

suggested that the hypothesized two-factor model

(CFI = 0.73, TLI = 0.45, RMSEA = 0.13) yielded

a better fit than the single factor model (CFI = 0.49,

TLI = 0.41, RMSEA = 0.15). The change in chi-

square of 28.4 (Ddf = 1, p < 0.01), indicates that

there was high convergent validity of supervisor–

subordinate guanxi and job satisfaction. In addition,

results also indicated that the hypothesized three-

factor model, comprising of dependent variables –

organizational commitment, intentions to leave, and

participatory management, has high convergent

validity because the fit indices of this three-factor

model (CFI = 0.50, TLI = 0.26, RMSEA = 0.15)

yielded a better fit than the single-factor model

(CFI = 0.51, TLI = 0.47, RMSEA = 0.12). The

change in chi-square was 468.27 (Ddf = 3, p < 0.01)

indicated that organizational commitment, inten-

tions to leave, and participatory management have

high convergent validity.

In order to check the discriminant validity of

supervisor–subordinate guanxi and job satisfaction,

we tested whether the variance-extracted estimates

from the items in the scales exceed the square of the

correlation between the two constructs. If this is the

case, evidence for discriminant validity exists (see

Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The variance-extracted

estimates are 0.55 for supervisor–subordinate guanxi

and 0.47 for job satisfaction. Clearly, these values

exceed the square of the correlation between the

constructs (0.07), which offer support for their dis-

criminant validity. On the other hand, the variance-

extracted estimates are 0.50, 0.50, and 0.59 for

organizational commitment, intentions to leave, and

participatory management, respectively. Indeed,

these values also exceed the square of the correla-

tions between organizational commitment and

intentions to leave (0.06), intentions to leave and

participatory management (0.03), and participatory

management and organizational commitment (0.10).

Results of this testing suggest sufficient discriminant

validity for the three measures.

An additional test for common method variance

bias was performed. As suggested by Podsakoff and

Organ (1986), common method variance concern

would have been high if a single factor could have

been extracted to explain a majority of variance of

the data. Using the eigenvalue greater than 1 as

cutoff criterion, the results of the principal compo-

nent analysis with varimax rotation suggested that

five to eight factors could be justified and no gen-

erate factor was apparent. Thus, such results suggest a

lack of substantial method variance to confound the

interpretation of results in this study. Means, stan-

dard deviations, and correlations among variables are

reported in Table I. Generally, means ranged from

1.16 to 5.24 with low standard deviations, with

exceptions on age and organizational tenure. Spe-

cifically, supervisor–subordinate guanxi (r = 0.27,

p < 0.01) was positively correlated with job satisfac-

tion. Moreover, job satisfaction was each positively

related to organizational commitment (r = 0.45,

p < 0.01), and participatory management (r = 0.21,
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p < 0.01), but insignificantly related to turnover

intentions (r = )0.13, n.s.).

Table II presents the multiple regression results

from testing the mediating hypotheses for the sample.

In step 1, the controlled variables including gender,

age, educational level, organizational tenure, and

monthly salary were entered. In step 2, supervisor–

subordinate guanxi was entered, results indicated that

supervisor–subordinate guanxi (b = 0.26, p < 0.001)

was positively related to job satisfaction. Hence,

hypothesis 1 was supported.

As reported in Table III, after the control vari-

ables have been entered into the regressions in step

1, the inclusion of job satisfaction in step 2 was

found to be positively related to participatory man-

agement (b = 0.21, p < 0.05) and organizational

commitment (b = 0.47, p < 0.001), and negatively

related to turnover intentions (b = )0.19, p < 0.05).

Accordingly, hypotheses 2a–2c were supported.

The mediation effects were tested based on the

three conditions suggested by Baron and Kenny

(1986: (1) independent variable(s) should be related

to mediator, (2) mediator should be relate to the

dependable variable(s), and (3) full mediation exists

when independent variable no longer related to the

dependent variable(s) after mediator has been

included.

After fulfilling the first two conditions as stipulated

in hypothesis 1 and hypothesis 2, results of Table IV

showed that the addition of job satisfaction weakened

the positive effects of supervisor–subordinate guanxi

on organizational commitment from b = 0.39,

p < 0.001 to b = 0.29, p < 0.001. Therefore, the

positive effect of supervisor–subordinate guanxi on

organizational commitment was partially mediated

by job satisfaction. On the other hand, the inclusion

TABLE I

Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations

No. Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Gender

(female = 1)

1.44 0.50

2. Age 1.16 8.25 )0.10

3. Educational level 3.07 1.22 0.00 0.00

4. Organizational

tenure

7.09 7.32 )0.08 0.79** )0.13

5. Monthly salary 5.24 3.21 )0.09 0.10 0.61** )0.06

6. supervisor–subordinate

guanxi

3.95 1.34 )0.04 0.12 0.04 0.09 )0.03

7. Job satisfaction 4.25 0.81 )0.08 0.12 0.03 0.08 )0.08 0.27**

8. Turnover intentions 3.98 0.93 )0.12 )0.08 0.04 )0.00 )0.04 )0.06 )0.13

9. Organizational

commitment

4.47 0.83 0.01 0.02 0.19** 0.04 )0.04 0.37** 0.45** )0.25**

10. Participatory

management

3.75 1.01 0.07 0.18* 0.10 0.19** 0.04 0.16* 0.21** )0.01 0.21** –

N = 196, *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

TABLE II

Multiple regressions on job satisfaction

Job satisfaction

Step 1

Gender (female = 1) )0.09 )0.08

Age 0.23* 0.21*

Educational level 0.15 0.13

Organizational tenure )0.13 )0.13

Monthly salary )0.21** )0.19**

Step 2

Supervisor–subordinate guanxi 0.26�
Adjusted R2 0.02 0.08

F-statistics 1.75 3.75***

�p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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of job satisfaction fully crowded out the significant

negative relationship between supervisor–subordi-

nate guanxi and turnover intentions (from

b = )0.13, p < 0.10 to b = )0.08, n.s.) and also fully

crowded out the significant positive relationship

between supervisor–subordinate guanxi and partici-

patory management (from b = 0.15, p < 0.05 to

b = 0.11, n.s.). Clearly, job satisfaction partially

mediated the effects of supervisor–subordinate gu-

anxi on organizational commitment and fully medi-

ated the effects of supervisor–subordinate guanxi on

intentions to leave and participatory management.

Hence, hypotheses 3a–3c were supported.

Discussion

In order to unravel the puzzle caused by the incon-

clusive empirical results on supervisor–subordinate

guanxi and employees’ work outcomes in the exist-

ing literature, we set out to investigate the mediating

role of job satisfaction in the relationships between

supervisor–subordinate guanxi and employees work

outcomes, namely, intentions to leave, organizational

commitment, and participatory management. The

findings largely support our proposal that job

satisfaction acts as a mediating channel to extend

the effects of person-relevant supervisor–subordinate

guanxi onto organization-relevant work outcomes.

Specifically, we found that supervisor–subordinate

guanxi was positively related to job satisfaction, and it

fully mediated the effects of supervisor–subordinate

guanxi on participatory management and turnover

intentions.

The results of this study show that job satisfac-

tion was found to partially mediate the relationship

between supervisor–subordinate guanxi and organi-

zational commitment. A plausible explanation for

this finding is that the spillover effects of person-

relevant supervisor–subordinate guanxi may be

strong enough to have a direct impact on employees’

organizational commitment but might not be strong

enough to affect employees’ turnover intentions and

participatory management. In the process of recip-

rocation, as far as organizational commitment is

concerned, subordinates may perform some acts that

not only benefit the superior but also benefit the

organization. Consequently, supervisor–subordinate

guanxi can have an impact on organizational com-

mitment both directly and indirectly through job

satisfaction. However, when it is concerned with

intentions to leave and participatory management,

subordinates might have a much clear target of

reciprocation. In other words, to say or to leave,

those subordinates who have good guanxi with their

superior will be more likely to follow their superior’s

intentions to leave or to stay. However, only when

those subordinates who have good guanxi their

superior and are also satisfied with their jobs, will

they be more likely to stay with the organization.

The same argument can be applied to the find-

ings on relationship between supervisor–subordinate

TABLE III

Multiple regressions on participatory management, turnover intentions, and organizational commitment

Participatory

management

Turnover intentions Organizational

commitment

Step 1

Gender (female = 1) 0.07 0.09 )0.18** )0.20* )0.03 0.01

Age 0.08 0.03 )0.12 )0.07 )0.06 )0.17

Educational level 0.16 0.12 0.20 0.22 0.32*** 0.26

Organizational tenure 0.13 0.17 0.08 0.06 0.13 0.19

Monthly salary )0.05 )0.01 )0.15 )0.19** )0.21** )0.12

Step 2

Job satisfaction 0.21** )0.19** 0.47�
Adjusted R2 0.03 0.06 0.03 0.06 0.04 0.25

F-statistics 1.97* 2.90*** 2.14* 2.92*** 2.65** 11.12�

�p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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guanxi and participatory management. Subordinates

with good guanxi with their superior will only be

interested in participatory management if they

are happy with their jobs. Guanxi alone is not suf-

ficient to have a direct impact on participatory

management. Therefore, our findings indicate that

supervisor–subordinate guanxi needs to rely on job

satisfaction to extend its effects to participatory

management and turnover intentions but might just

be powerful enough to have spillover effects on

employees’ organizational commitment.

Thus, our study is one of the first to extend the

literature on supervisor–subordinate guanxi by

demonstrating the important mediating role of job

satisfaction in supervisor–subordinate guanxi-work

outcomes relationship. Owing to the puzzle caused

by the insignificant results found on the relationships

between supervisor–subordinate guanxi and em-

ployee work outcomes in the existing literature, we

investigated how job satisfaction mediates the rela-

tionships between supervisor–subordinate guanxi

and employee work outcomes in the present study.

Such investigation is salient because job satisfaction

highlights the affective responses of employees to

their job, and that is essential for providing under-

lying motivations for the positive employee out-

comes. In addition, the present study also provides a

key insight that job satisfaction may be effective to

curb the ethical behaviors of subordinates in a

supervisor–subordinate guanxi relationship such as

under-table transactions and illicit payments (Mil-

lington et al., 2005; Zhang and Zhang, 2006) and

translate the effects of supervisor–subordinate guanxi

into positive employee work outcomes.

The results of our study have several managerial

implications. The results indicate that supervisor–

subordinate guanxi relationships breed employees’

job satisfaction, and thereby they are delighted to

participate in joint decisions making, to commit

themselves to the organization, and to stay with the

organization. Given the salient role of job satisfac-

tion, managers are advised to pay strong attention

to the development of employees’ job satisfaction.

For example, practitioners are advised to provide

attractive job tasks (e.g., task identity and task sig-

nificance) that match up with the needs of

employees (Bedeian and Armenakis, 1981; Gilsson

and Durick, 1988). Employees should be pro-

vided clarity of job requirements and responsibili-

ties as well as opportunities for practicing a variety

of job skills (Hackman and Oldham, 1974).

Moreover, practitioners may emphasize employees’

success of goal attainment relating to jobs and

provide them the means for such attainment

(Klinger, 1977).

Despite the notion that guanxi could plausibly

lead to unethical practices of bribery and under-table

transactions (e.g., Chan et al., 2002), results of the

TABLE IV

Results of hierarchical regressions testing mediating hypotheses

Participatory management Turnover intentions Organizational commitment

Step 1

Gender (female = 1) 0.07 0.08 0.09 )0.18** )0.19** )0.20*** )0.03 )0.02 0.01

Age 0.08 0.06 0.02 )0.12 )0.10 )0.07 )0.06 )0.10 )0.18

Educational level 0.16 0.14 0.11 0.20** 0.20** 0.23** 0.32*** 0.29*** 0.25**

Organizational tenure 0.13 0.13 0.16 0.08 0.08 0.06 0.13 0.12 0.17

Monthly salary )0.05 )0.03 0.09 )0.15 )0.16 )0.19** )0.21** )0.18** )0.11

Step 2

Supervisor–subordinate

guanxi

0.15** 0.11 )0.13* )0.08 0.39� 0.29�

Step 3

Job satisfaction 0.18** )0.17** 0.39�
Adjusted R2 0.03 0.05 0.07 0.03 0.04 0.06 0.04 0.20 0.33

F-statistics 1.97* 2.34** 2.77*** 2.14* 2.28** 2.67** 2.65** 8.28� 13.61�

�p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

86 Millissa F. Y. Cheung et al.



present study highlight that as long as employees are

satisfied with their current jobs, this could effectively

translate the effects of supervisor–subordinate guanxi

into favorable organizational-relevant work out-

comes, namely more participations on organizational

decisions, sharing of organizational goals and values,

and less turnover intentions.

Limitations and suggestions for future

research

The current study has a number of limitations that

should be addressed in future research. First, it is the

inherent problem of cross-sectional data. Longitu-

dinal study may address how the relationships of

supervisor–subordinate guanxi lead to job satisfac-

tion and to favorable employees’ responses over

time. Additionally, we propose that a longitudinal

study may unwind the loop that the extent of job

satisfaction may also be positively related to the

quality of supervisor–subordinate guanxi, which in

turn, may be conducive to favorable employee

outcomes. Positive employees’ work outcomes may

then further motivate them to develop high quality

guanxi relationships with their supervisor. Alterna-

tively, it is possible that positive employees’ work

outcomes lead to a higher level of job satisfaction,

which in turn enhances high quality of supervisor–

subordinate guanxi.

Second, constructs of the mediation model were

based on subordinates’ self-reports. Despite the fact

that the tests indicated the distinctiveness of the focal

variables, it is possible that the employees’ self-re-

ported constructs may result in common source bias.

However, results of one-factor and discriminant tests

indicated common method variance bias does not

exist. Furthermore, Crampton (1994) claimed that

percept-percept inflation caused by common

method bias is not a severe problem in micro-

organizational research.

In future research, a macro-dyadic perspective on

guanxi can be explored and the construct validity of

guanxi can be tested in other Chinese contexts, such

as Singapore and Hong Kong. Second, further

studies can be conducted on whether guanxi is

dynamic in different time and contexts? Aside from

similarity in relational demography between super-

visor and subordinates in the study of Farh et al.

(1998) and trust in the study of Chen et al. (2004),

future research can be done to examine other

determinants of high quality supervisor–subordinate

guanxi. Third, future research may put more efforts

in exploring other plausible mediators, such as

interpersonal justice regarding the extent to which

employees are treated by organizational representa-

tives in dignity and respect that in turn promotes the

translation of supervisor–subordinate guanxi into

positive employee work outcomes. Alternatively,

the relationships between supervisor–subordinate

guanxi and employee work outcomes may also be

moderated by employees’ perceived effectiveness of

participatory management in the organization.

Conclusions

In conclusion, findings of the current study support

our theoretical model that job satisfaction mediates

the relationships between supervisor–subordinate

guanxi and work outcomes (namely, organizational

commitment, intentions to leave, and participatory

management). The fulfillment of employees’ desir-

able job needs facilitates the translation of super-

visor–subordinate guanxi into higher subordinates’

participatory management, greater organizational

commitment, and less turnover intentions. Firms are

advised to pay attention to employees’ job satisfac-

tion so that supervisor–subordinate guanxi can be

effectively translated into positive work outcomes,

and consequently minimize the undesirable negative

effects of personalistic guanxi if any.
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