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Keywords
Existing research has established a link between leader—-member leader—member
exchange (LMX) and employee voice. However, there is still a wide exchange; employee voice;
scope for exploring the mechanisms of this relationship. From the Zhongyong thinking;
perspective of traditional Chinese values, we investigated the mediating Confucianism; harmony

role of Zhongyong thinking in the relationship between LMX and
employee voice. We conducted a field survey with 252 employees of a
state-owned organization in China. Results of structural equation
modeling show there was a significant and positive relationship
between LMX and employee voice. Additionally, Zhongyong thinking
was an important mediating mechanism. This study indicates voice
behavior can be fostered by establishing a high-quality LMX
relationship and cultivating Zhongyong thinking among employees.
Suggestions for future research are offered.

Article Highlights

¢ Leader—member exchange and Zhongyong thinking were shown to be positively related to
Chinese employees’ voice.

¢ Asa core aspect of Confucian values, Zhongyong thinking mediated the relationship between
leader—member exchange and employee voice.

¢ High-quality leader—member exchange promoted employee voice by enhancing the level of
Zhongyong thinking.

Employee voice is defined as employees’ expression of challenging but constructive ideas and suggestions
about work-related issues that are intended to improve organizational performance (Detert & Burris, 2007).
It has gained extensive interest from researchers (Wilkinson et al., 2020a), primarily because of claims that
this behavior has important benefits for both individuals and the organization, including innovation,
organizational learning, and job attitudes (Morrison, 2011). Therefore, it is not surprising that encouraging
employee voice is considered a high priority in many organizations.

Employee voice usually happens in supervisor—subordinate dyads (Carnevale et al., 2017; Detert & Burris,
2007). Prior studies have examined the relationship between leader—member exchange (LMX), referring to
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reciprocal exchange relationships between supervisors and their subordinates (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995),
and employee voice (Carnevale et al., 2017). Rockstuhl et al. (2012) performed a meta-analysis of LMX
correlates across 23 countries and revealed that the relationship of LMX to its outcomes differed between
Western and Asian countries. In a Western context, employees with high-quality LMX will work harder
compared to employees with low-quality LMX (Carnevale et al., 2017), whereas in China subordinates will
still work hard for their supervisors even if they do not obtain adequate resources and support (Rockstuhl et
al., 2012). Wilkinson et al. (2020b) pointed out that few studies have explored the state of employee voice in
Asian compared to Western regions.

Recently, some scholars have conducted studies with Chinese samples, and found a positive link between
LMX and employee voice (Chan & Yeung, 2016; M. Kim, 2017), and others have reported that LMX
positively affects employee voice through mediators such as affective commitment, psychological
meaningfulness, and perception of psychological safety (Song et al., 2017; Zhao, 2014). However, Xie et al.
(2019) argued that high-quality LMX does not necessarily lead to a better employee outcome in the Chinese
context. Thus, there is still a wide scope for researchers to explore the mechanisms underlying the
LMX-employee voice relationship in the Chinese context. As Z. Zhang et al. (2021) suggested, cultural
values should be considered when LMX and its influence are examined.

Researchers have found that Zhongyong thinking, which is a core aspect of Confucian values, is positively
related to Chinese employees’ use of voice. Qu et al. (2018) based their research on employee—coworker
dyads and reported that employees with greater Zhongyong thinking performed more voice behavior. Yang
et al. (2021) surveyed a sample of Master of Business Administration students employed by a variety of
Chinese companies and found that Zhongyong thinking did not necessarily lead directly to employee voice;
rather, perceived psychological safety connected the two variables. Thus, we emphasized Zhongyong
thinking to describe the mechanism linking LMX to Chinese employees’ voice.

Leader—Member Exchange and Employee Voice

LMX has been found to be an important precursor of employee extrarole behaviors, including use of voice
(Khan & Malik, 2017). Researchers have identified that LMX is a crucial contextual element in the
organizational climate spurring employee voice (Carnevale et al., 2017; Morrison, 2011). Confucian values
are prevalent in Asian cultures, whereby senior authority ranks over junior authority (K. H. Kim, 2009).
Thus, Chinese subordinates have learned obedience to their supervisors (A. Y. Zhang et al., 2011). Voice is a
challenge-oriented behavior, and often viewed as questioning authority rather than as making well-
intentioned suggestions (Burris, 2012). Thus, employees evaluate the consequences before engaging in voice
behavior (Liang et al., 2012). High-quality LMX relationships are characterized by mutual trust, respect,
and loyalty, which reduces employees’ perceived risk of using voice and enhances their confidence in
speaking up (Duan et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2021). From a social exchange perspective, employees in a high-
quality LMX relationship have more opportunities to communicate and exchange information with their
leader; in contrast, employees in a low-quality LMX relationship have less access to their leader, and
therefore receive less support and information (Kacmar et al., 2003; Urbach & Fay, 2021). Thus, we formed
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Leader—member exchange will be positively associated with employee voice.

The Mediating Role of Zhongyong Thinking

Zhongyong is a thinking style characterized by individuals considering a situation from multiple
perspectives and engaging in behaviors appropriate to account for the whole situation (Wu & Lin, 2005).
People with high-level Zhongyong thinking show high openness because they tend to use a holistic and
flexible thought-processing strategy to interact with the external world and understand the universal
connection between the self and the world (Chang & Yang, 2014; Lin et al., 2021). Lin et al. (2021) noted
that the characteristics of openness in Chinese culture, such as lixing yu sibian (rational thinking) and

© 2022 Scientific Journal Publishers Limited. All Rights Reserved. 2



O} Social Behavior and Personality: an international journal

qiuxin yu sibian (novelty-seeking thinking), are similar to bianzheng (dialectics) and pingheng (balance),
which are the features of Zhongyong thinking. Therefore, Zhongyong thinking has a function similar to the
personality trait of openness. Individuals with high-level openness are described as creative and
imaginative, and willing to express constructive voice (Cetin, 2013). Accordingly, we expected that
employees with high (vs. low) Zhongyong thinking would be more likely to engage in voice behavior.

Chinese culture emphasizes guanxi, namely, interpersonal relationships, with tremendous weight placed on
interpersonal harmony (Wei & Li, 2013), which is the core concept of Zhongyong thinking (Fan, 2021). LMX
is similar to leader—-member guanxi because both concepts highlight the importance of leader—member
relationship quality and emphasize the principle of reciprocity (Nie & Lamsi, 2015). A good-quality LMX
relationship may help in building harmony in an organization, in that good relationships between leaders
and members facilitate a supportive leadership climate, which is a key precursor of organizational harmony
(Lau et al., 2021). In view of the fact that harmony is the core of Zhongyong thinking, we expected that high-
quality LMX would be conducive to and promote Zhongyong thinking, and that under this condition
employees would engage in positive behaviors, such as voice behavior, aimed toward the improvement of
organizational performance. Therefore, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Zhongyong thinking will mediate the relationship between leader—-member exchange and
employee voice.

Figure 1 illustrates the research model.

Zhongyong thinking

Leader—-member
exchange

Employee voice

Figure 1. Research Model

Method

Participants and Procedure

We conducted this study in accordance with the ethical standards of the research committee of our
university. Data were collected from a state-owned organization located in South China. Staff members of
the human resources department of the organization assisted us in distributing a survey packet, which also
contained a cover letter briefing participants on the purpose of the research. We assured them that
participation was voluntary, and that their responses would remain confidential. We distributed 295 survey
packets and 252 valid responses were returned (rate of response = 85.42%).

The demographic characteristics of the sample were as follows: 26.98% worked in the manufacturing
department (n = 68), 36.51% in sales and marketing (n = 92), 17.86% in administration and services (n =
45), and 18.65% in other departments (n = 47). There were 57.54% men (n = 145) and 42.46% woman (n =
107). The mean age was 37.54 years (SD = 12.47, range = 26-52). The participants had a mean
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organizational tenure of 7.36 years (SD = 4.43, range = 3—15). In addition, 55.16% (n = 139) had a level of
education of college or below, 36.11% (n = 91) held a bachelor’s degree, and 8.73% (n = 22) held a master’s
degree or higher level of education.

Measures

The LMX and employee voice scales were originally developed in English and the measure of Zhongyong
thinking was written in Chinese. The English measures were translated into Chinese and then back into
English by an English teacher at a Chinese university. All responses were made on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

Leader—Member Exchange

Employees rated LMX using a seven-item scale developed and validated by Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995).
Sample items are “My supervisor understands my job problems and needs” and “My supervisor uses their
influence to help me with problems at work.”

Zhongyong Thinking
Employees rated Zhongyong thinking using a 13-item scale adopted from Wu and Lin (2005). The scale
features three dimensions: multithinking (four items; e.g., “I am used to thinking about the same thing from
different perspectives”), holism (five items; e.g., “I will adjust my original idea after taking into account the
views of others”), and harmoniousness (four items; e.g., “I will consider the harmony of the whole when
deciding on opinions”).

Employee Voice

Supervisors assessed employee voice using a six-item scale developed by Van Dyne and LePine (1998).
Sample items are “This employee speaks up with ideas for new projects or changes in procedures at work”
and “This employee gets involved in issues that affect the quality of life in the work unit.”

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, correlations, Cronbach’s alphas, composite reliability (CR),
and average variance extracted (AVE) values for the study variables. Significant positive relationships were
observed among all constructs. Cronbach’s alpha values were above the .70 criterion, showing high internal
consistency.

To assess the convergent and discriminant validity of the research constructs, we performed a confirmatory
factory analysis with Amos 24. Using the indices of chi-squared/degrees of freedom ratio (x*/df), root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA), comparative fit index (CFI), and Tucker—Lewis index (TLI), we
compared the fit of the hypothesized three-factor model (LMX, Zhongyong thinking, and employee voice) to
a single-factor model in which all measures of the three variables were set to load on one factor. The results
show that the three-factor model fit the data better, x* = 129.23, x*/df = 1.28, RMSEA = .03, CFI = .99, TLI
= .98, than the single-factor model, ¥* = 925.94, x*/df = 8.90, RMSEA = .18, CFI = .62, TLI = .56. In
addition, CR was greater than .70 and AVE exceeded .50. Therefore, the measures had good convergent and
discriminant validity.
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Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlation Results for Study Variances

Variable M SD 1 2 3 o CR AVE
1. Leader—-member exchange 3.54 1.40 1 .87 .90 .58
2. Zhongyong thinking 3.47 1.49 43 1 .89 .84 .64
3. Employee voice 3.66 1.32 A8 35** 1 91 .90 .61

Note. N = 252. CR = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted.
*%
p<.0L

Hypothesis Testing

We used structural equation modeling to test the proposed hypotheses, calculating 95% confidence intervals
(CIs). The direct path connecting LMX and employee voice was significant and positive, § = .41, p < .01, 95%
CI[0.27, 0.53], meaning that Hypothesis 1 was supported. In addition, LMX was significantly and positively
related to Zhongyong thinking, B = .43, p < .01, 95% CI [0.31, 0.55], and Zhongyong thinking was
significantly and positively related to employee voice, p = .18, p < .01, 95% CI [0.04, 0.32]. To test the
significance of the indirect effect, we used the bias-corrected bootstrapping method (2,000 resamples). The
results indicate that Zhongyong thinking significantly mediated the association between LMX and employee
voice, indirect effect = .08, 95% CI [0.02, 0.16]. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Discussion

We examined the mediating effect of Zhongyong thinking in the link between LMX and employee voice. The
results provided empirical evidence and support for our two hypotheses. Practically speaking, LMX was
positively associated with voice, and Zhongyong thinking partially mediated this relationship.

Theoretical Implications

Our findings contribute to the literature in several ways. First, although some studies have been conducted
on the LMX—employee voice relationship in the Chinese context, the underlying mechanisms are still to be
explored. In response to the call for further examination of LMX with its outcomes incorporating cultural
values (Z. Zhang et al., 2021), we viewed Zhongyong thinking as a crucial mechanism through which LMX
affects Chinese employees’ voice. This study is among the first to integrate the Zhongyong thinking
literature with both LMX and voice theory. Our findings supported the well-established association between
LMX and employee voice, which was also revealed by Chan and Yeung (2016), M. Kim (2017), Song et al.
(2017) and Zhao (2014). Further, we found that Zhongyong thinking functioned as an intervening variable
that accounts for the mechanistic processes in the LMX—-employee voice association. These findings provide
insight in a new context, in which cultural context plays a role in this relationship.

Additionally, this research extends the employee voice literature. Our findings provide support for the
positive link between Zhongyong thinking and employee voice, which is inconsistent with the findings of
Yang et al. (2021). It is possible that sample selection has had an impact in this regard. Yang et al. found that
Zhongyong thinking had only an indirect effect on employee voice via perceived psychological safety,
implying that Zhongyong thinking cannot facilitate employee voice unless such thinking enhances the
individual’s sense of safety. We collected our data from employees of a state-owned organization in which
employees are provided with welfare security and lifetime employment (Gu & Nie, 2003). The sense of
safety was already available at the outset of our study for the participants involved in our study, in contrast
to those who took part in Yang et al.’s study.
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Managerial Implications

In practice, our findings have important implications for organizations. First, we found that high-quality
LMX was positively associated with employees’ voice behavior. Thus, leadership development programs
should be implemented to help managers enhance the relationship quality with their employees. Second, the
results of this study support the importance of Zhongyong thinking when linking LMX to employee voice.
Managers of organizations in China should implement training programs integrating Asian philosophical
values into Western management strategies to cultivate employees’ Zhongyong thinking.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

First, this study used a cross-sectional design, which prevented us from obtaining evidence about causality.
Future studies could use a longitudinal or experimental design to draw causal inferences. Second, the
sample comprised employees of a state-owned organization in China, which may not represent employees of
other Chinese organizations. Employees’ perception of psychological safety may vary in different
organizations, especially between state-owned versus private companies. We suggest that scholars
incorporate perceived psychological safety into our model in future. Third, we examined Zhongyong
thinking as a mediating mechanism behind the LMX—employee voice relationship. As noted above, in
Chinese culture there is an emphasis on guanxi, which is also closely related to LMX (Nie & Lamsi, 2015).
Thus, future researchers may incorporate guanxi into our model in order to explain the relationship
between LMX and employee voice.
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