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As relational ties strengthen, the hierarchical pattern that is rooted in the
relational structure of Chinese society has exerted profound effects on the daily
operation and management of indigenous Chinese enterprises. In this study we
drew on social information processing theory to examine the impact of
employees’ perception of differential organizational climate on knowledge
hiding. We analyzed data obtained from 406 employees in seven Chinese
enterprises. The results showed that perception of differential organizational
climate positively influenced employee knowledge hiding, with relative
deprivation mediating this relationship. Furthermore, task interdependence
negatively moderated both the positive relationship between relative
deprivation and knowledge hiding, and the mediating effect of relative
deprivation between employees’ differential organizational climate perception
and knowledge hiding. This study contributes to a deeper understanding of the
psychological mechanisms and behavioral patterns of employees in the context
of indigenous Chinese management.
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Article Highlights

We conducted cross-cultural management research to promote knowledge-management practices
worldwide.
Relative deprivation was found to play a positive mediating role in the relationship between employees’
perception of differential organizational climate and their knowledge hiding.
Task interdependence played a negative moderating role in the positive relationship between employees’
relative deprivation and knowledge hiding.

is prevalent in China and is a style unique to enterprises in this country. Perception of a
differential organizational climate is rooted in Xiaotong Fei’s theory of differential mode of association (Jiang & Zhang,
2010; Zheng, 1995), explaining the unique cognitive patterns within Chinese social networks that are centered on
familial and kinship relationships. Leaders of organizations classify their subordinates based on kinship, loyalty, and
talent, creating in-groups and out-groups through differential treatment. This biased behavior model leads to unequal
distribution of benefits, creating a dichotomy between those who are beneficiaries and the disadvantaged parties. When
a strongly differential climate exists within an organization (Chen & Dian, 2018), employees perceive the differential
treatment from leaders more acutely, which affects their sense of fairness and perception of future stability in regard to
resource distribution, belongingness, and social status. This perception involves not only material resource allocation but
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also the employee’s psychological cognition and emotional experiences, potentially reducing the individual’s internal
interactions, so that cognitive biases are formed and negative behavioral patterns are triggered (Serenko & Choo, 2020).

Under these circumstances, employees engage in negative knowledge-management behaviors that sometimes escalate
into retaliatory interaction modes. When employees receive a request for knowledge sharing they may choose to provide
misleading information or deliberately withhold critical knowledge, with the objective of gaining a personal competitive
advantage (Wen & Wang, 2022). This exposes inherent faults in organizational culture,
negatively impacting knowledge-management practices and the organization’s learning environment (Serenko, 2019).

Despite the increasing attention academics and industry members are paying to employees’ perception of a differential
climate, research remains scarce on the impact of this type of climate on employees’ knowledge-management behaviors.
Specifically, how does employees’ perception of a differential climate affect their knowledge hiding? What are the
mediating mechanisms involved and the boundary conditions of these mechanisms? These questions urgently need
exploration in the fields of organizational and knowledge management.

Employees’ Perception of Differential Climate and Knowledge Hiding

The differential organizational climate in Chinese enterprises manifests as managers categorizing employees based on
the closeness of their relationships and their abilities, implementing differential management strategies in
communication, tolerance for mistakes, and rewards. These management practices are ingrained in the organizational
culture and form a differential climate through differential treatment, a hierarchical viewpoint, and biased resource
allocation (Ma & Su, 2020).

When employees perceive a strong differential atmosphere, they utilize social information processing mechanisms to
identify unequal treatment by leaders and colleagues. This perception impacts employees’ sense of fairness and security,
causing concerns about the unfair use or lack of recognition of their knowledge resources, leading to knowledge-hiding
behaviors (Zhang & Li, 2024). In a differential climate, employees’ perception of organizational unfairness and
relational preferences can weaken their trust in leaders and colleagues. In a low-trust context, employees view
knowledge hiding as a defensive strategy to protect their knowledge resources from potential adverse effects, reflecting
their adaptive response to an unfavorable social environment. Thus, we proposed the following hypothesis:

Employees’ perception of a differential organizational climate will negatively influence their knowledge
hiding.

Mediating Role of Relative Deprivation

The perception of arises from employees’ subjective evaluation of their status and resource
acquisition within the organization, and is often intensified through social comparison (Crosby, 1984). A differential
organizational climate significantly impacts the quality of leader–member relationships, reinforcing hierarchical
distinctions and exacerbating employees’ sense of relative deprivation.

For in-group employees, although they enjoy privileges, their satisfaction is shaped by comparisons with other
employees (Su et al., 2022). Even in their advantageous position, social comparison means they perceive inadequacies in
resources, recognition, or career-development opportunities (Song & Liu, 2024). If they perceive their advantageous
status as being diminished or threatened, they may experience a sense of deprivation, feeling that they are losing their
original privileges.

Out-group employees, on the other hand, often compare themselves to in-group employees who have more resources
and power, thus feeling excluded from advantageous relationships and experiencing dissatisfaction regarding their status
and loss of resource-acquisition opportunities. When they recognize the unfair treatment and resource limitations that
exist in the differential climate, their sense of relative deprivation increases (Cheng et al., 2021). Furthermore, if they
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believe that their efforts are not valued or are insufficient to change their marginalized status, their relative deprivation
is reinforced.

Relative deprivation as a psychological state reveals how employees process working in a differential organizational
climate. When employees have feelings of relative deprivation, believing that their contributions and efforts are not
fairly treated or recognized, this leads to distrust and emotional alienation from the organization, prompting defensive
behaviors such as knowledge hiding to protect their interests and status (Gao et al., 2022). In a differential climate,
knowledge hiding is seen as an effective coping strategy, and as a way to reduce perceived inequity and injustice by
concealing knowledge resources (Sun & Lin, 2023). Thus, we proposed the following hypotheses:

Employees’ perception of a differential organizational climate will positively influence their relative
deprivation.

 Employees’ feeling of relative deprivation will positively influence their knowledge hiding.
Employees’ feeling of relative deprivation will mediate the relationship between their perception of a

differential organizational climate and knowledge hiding.

Moderating Role of Task Interdependence

describes the structural connections needed between individuals to complete tasks within an
organization, including goal linkage, process coordination, schedule synchronization, resource complementarity, and
team collaboration requirements (Wageman, 1995). Jha (2014) found that task interdependence promotes frequent
communication, mutual support, and information exchange among organizational members, effectively predicting
organizational citizenship behavior. In a highly interdependent context, the intrinsic link between an individual’s work
and others’ work necessitates effective communication and collaboration to complete tasks.

The emphasis in organizational collaboration is on mutual dependence and a cooperative spirit among members, which
helps alleviate employees’ feeling of relative deprivation, reducing perceived unfairness or marginalization. Specifically,
when task interdependence is high, knowledge hiding can hinder organizational efficiency and overall outcomes,
damaging individual and organizational interests. Even if feelings of relative deprivation exist, the importance and
urgency of achieving team goals can reduce the tendency toward knowledge hiding. Thus, enhancing task
interdependence is a mechanism to mitigate the relationship between feelings of relative deprivation and knowledge
hiding (Huang & Liu, 2020).

By promoting communication and collaboration among organizational members, task interdependence reduces the
necessity for knowledge hiding, aiding in achieving organizational goals (Hua et al., 2022). In the condition of high task
interdependence, employees focus on common organizational goals rather than on personal grievances or feelings of
marginalization. Further, task interdependence strengthens mutual reliance among organizational members, decreasing
the likelihood of knowledge hiding, and influences how individuals process and interpret social information, fostering
collaboration and knowledge sharing, thereby weakening the mediating effect of feelings of relative deprivation on the
relationship between differential climate perception and knowledge-hiding behaviors (M. Liu et al., 2023). When task
interdependence is high, the impact of employees’ perception of a differential climate on knowledge hiding through
feelings of relative deprivation is effectively mitigated. Therefore, we proposed the following hypotheses:

Task interdependence will negatively moderate the positive relationship between employees’ feelings of
relative deprivation and knowledge hiding, such that a higher level of task interdependence will weaken this positive
relationship.

Task interdependence will negatively moderate the mediating effect of employees’ feelings of relative
deprivation on the relationship between perceived differential organizational climate and knowledge hiding, such that a
higher level of task interdependence will reduce the strength of this mediating effect.

The theoretical model of this study is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Theoretical Model

Method

Participants and Procedure

The sample comprised 218 (53.69%) men and 188 (46.31%) women; regarding age, 125 (30.79%) were aged 25 years
or under, 140 (34.49%) were aged 26–35 years; 95 (23.39%) were aged 36–45 years, and 46 (11.33%) were aged 45
years or over. In terms of level of education, 98 (24.14%) people had completed junior college or below, 200 (49.26%)
had a bachelor’s degree, and 108 (26.60%) had a master’s degree or higher qualification. Regarding work experience, 25
(6.16%) had 5 years or less, 142 (34.98%) had 6–10 years, 140 (34.38%) had 11–15 years, 88 (21.67%) had 16–20
years, and 11 (2.81%) had over 20 years.

Measures

All measures were derived from existing scales and were modified to fit the research context through consulting experts
for their opinion and conducting small-scale pilot tests. English-language items were back-translated. The items were
revised into Chinese and back into English through literal translation and free translation by professors and associate
professors of Yunnan Minzu University. Then, we asked a group of bilingual people to test the equivalence between the
items in the Chinese- and English-language versions of the scales. Respondents rated the items on a 5-point Likert scale,
where 1 =  and 5 = .
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We used an 11-item scale developed by Z. Liu (2003). A sample item is “I think some subordinates in the team have a
significant influence on the leader’s decisions.” Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in this study was .94.

Relative Deprivation
We used a five-item scale developed by Callan et al. (2011). A sample item is “Compared to colleagues around me, I
feel that my salary is relatively low.” Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in this study was .89.

Knowledge Hiding
We used a 12-item scale developed by Connelly et al. (2011). A sample item is “When faced with a request for
knowledge from others, I may tell them that my leader does not allow me to share this knowledge with anyone.”
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in this study was .95.

Task Interdependence
We used a six-item scale developed by Wageman and Gordon (2005). A sample item is “We work as a team, not as
individual entities, to complete tasks.” Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in this study was .95.

Control Variables
Respondents’ gender, age, education level, and years of work experience were included as control variables in this study.

Results

Common Method Bias Test

Because all key variables in this study were self-reported, the relationships between variables will be influenced by
common method bias. Thus, we used measures such as anonymous survey completion and minimizing ambiguity in the
items, and applied Harman’s single-factor test to test for common method bias in the data collected. The test revealed
that the amount of variance explained by the first factor was 34.99%, which is below the critical standard of 40%,
indicating that common method bias was not a serious concern in this study.

Additionally, we performed a confirmatory factor analysis of the self-reported items. As shown in Table 1, the fit
indices of the four-factor model met the minimum standards and were significantly better than the fit indices of the
three-factor model, in which differential climate perception and task interdependence were combined into one factor.
Thus, the four-factor model offered the best fit in this study and the variable measurement had high discriminant
validity.

Table 1. Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis of Study Variables

RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation; CFI = comparative fit index; TLI = Tucker–Lewis index; IFI
= incremental fit index.
a Differential organizational climate perception, Relative deprivation, Task interdependence, Knowledge hiding;
b Differential organizational climate perception + Task interdependence, Relative deprivation, Knowledge hiding;
c Differential organizational climate perception + Relative deprivation, Task interdependence + Knowledge hiding;
d Differential organizational climate perception + Relative deprivation + Task interdependence + Knowledge hiding.
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Table 2. Reliability and Validity Analysis of Study Variables

. CITC = corrected item–total correlation; AVE = average variance extracted; CR = composite reliability. Deleted
alpha coefficients indicate that the reliability coefficient of Cronbach’s alpha did not increase significantly after any item
was deleted, indicating that each index item should be retained.

Table 3. Discriminant Validity of Study Variables

. Square roots of average variance extracted are presented on the diagonal.
**  < .01.

Validity Analysis

In terms of reliability assessment, we adopted the mainstream approach in academia, using Cronbach’s alpha and
corrected item–total correlation values for reliability testing. Specific results of the reliability and validity analysis are
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presented in Table 2. Regarding the scale reliability, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for each scale were above .80, and
corrected item–total correlation values exceeded .60 (> .50), indicating high overall reliability.

We conducted tests of content, structural, convergent, and discriminant validity. For content validity, all observed
variables exhibited factor loadings above .60, indicating strong content validity of the measurement model. Regarding
structural validity, the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure for overall observables was .95 (> .60), indicating effective
information extraction from the data. Factor loadings surpassing .60 in absolute value indicate correspondence between
items and factors. Regarding convergent validity, following established research standards, we calculated composite
reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE) values. Table 2 shows that AVE values for all observed variables
exceeded .50, and CR values surpassed .80, confirming the model’s convergent validity. Discriminant validity was
assessed using the square root of AVE and correlations between variables. As shown in Table 3, the square roots of
AVE for all latent variables exceeded the correlation coefficients between the variables themselves and other latent
variables, demonstrating good discriminant validity for the model.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

The results of descriptive statistical and correlation analyses are presented in Table 4. The correlations between
differential organizational climate perception and relative deprivation, and between differential organizational climate
perception and knowledge hiding were significant and positive. The correlation between relative deprivation and
knowledge hiding was also significant and positive. These results provide preliminary support for the hypotheses
proposed in this study.

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis for Study Variables

.  = 406.
*  < .05. **  < .01.

Hypothesis Testing

Direct Effect of Differential Organizational Climate Perception on Knowledge Hiding
We tested the main effect of differential organizational climate perception on knowledge hiding using hierarchical
regression analysis, following the approach of Baron and Kenny (1986). As shown in Table 5, Model 2, after controlling
for gender, age, level of education, and years of work experience, differential climate perception had a significant
positive effect on knowledge hiding, thus supporting Hypothesis 1.

Mediating Effect of Relative Deprivation
First, we explored the linear relationship between differential organizational climate perception and relative deprivation.
According to Model 1, differential climate perception had a significant positive effect on relative deprivation,
supporting Hypothesis 2. Second, we performed a regression analysis of the relationship between relative deprivation
and knowledge hiding. As shown in Model 3, relative deprivation had a significant positive effect on knowledge hiding,
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supporting Hypothesis 3. Finally, relative deprivation was introduced into Model 2, creating Model 4. The results
indicate that relative deprivation had a significant positive effect on knowledge hiding, and differential organizational
climate perception still significantly influenced knowledge hiding; however, the coefficient decreased. Thus,
differential organizational climate perception effectively promoted knowledge hiding, and relative deprivation partially
mediated the positive effect of differential climate perception on knowledge hiding. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 had
preliminary support.

To further validate Hypothesis 4, we applied the mediation test proposed by Wen and Ye (2014), using 5,000
bootstrapped resamples to test the indirect effect of differential organizational climate perception on knowledge hiding
through relative deprivation. The results indicate that relative deprivation significantly mediated the effect of
differential organizational climate perception on knowledge hiding, with a 95% confidence interval excluding zero.
Consequently, Hypothesis 4 received further support.

Moderating Effect of Task Interdependence
To test the moderating effect of task interdependence, we standardized relative deprivation and task interdependence
and their interaction, and then introduced these variables into the regression equation through stepwise regression. As
shown in Model 6, the interaction term between relative deprivation and task interdependence had a significant negative
effect on knowledge hiding, indicating that greater task interdependence weakened the positive effect of relative
deprivation on knowledge hiding. Additionally, adopting the approach of Preacher et al. (2007), we performed simple
slope analysis to explore the direction and degree of the moderating effect of task interdependence on the relationship
between relative deprivation and knowledge hiding. The results show that the regression slope of high task
interdependence was smaller than that of low task interdependence, indicating that when the level of task
interdependence was high, the positive impact of relative deprivation on knowledge hiding was relatively weak. Thus,
task interdependence negatively moderated the positive effect of relative deprivation on knowledge hiding, such that
greater task interdependence reduced the positive effect of relative deprivation on knowledge hiding. Therefore,
Hypothesis 5 was supported.

Using the SPSS PROCESS macro developed by Hayes (2017), we tested the mediating effect by extracting the 95%
confidence interval of the mediating effect, estimated with 5,000 resamples. As shown in Table 6, task interdependence
significantly moderated the effect of relative deprivation on knowledge hiding, indicating that the influence of relative
deprivation on knowledge hiding decreased as task interdependence increased. Consequently, Hypothesis 6 was
supported.

Table 5. Results of Hierarchical Regression Analysis

. = 406.
*  < .05. **  < .01.
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Figure 2. Moderating Effect of Task Interdependence on the Relationship Between Relative
Deprivation and Knowledge Hiding

Table 6. Moderated Mediation Effect Analysis

. TI = task interdependence; CI = confidence interval;  = lower limit;  = upper limit.

Discussion

This study was grounded in social information processing theory (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). We constructed a model
of employees’ differential organizational climate perception leading to knowledge hiding and empirically examined the
influencing mechanisms and boundary conditions. The results revealed that perception of a differential organizational
climate positively influenced knowledge-hiding behavior and feelings of relative deprivation, and the feelings of
relative deprivation positively impacted knowledge hiding. Feelings of relative deprivation also mediated the
relationship between differential organizational climate perception and knowledge hiding. Furthermore, task
interdependence negatively moderated the positive effect of feelings of relative deprivation on knowledge hiding,
indicating that as task interdependence increased, the positive effect of feelings of relative deprivation on knowledge
hiding weakened. Task interdependence also negatively moderated the mediating effect of feelings of relative
deprivation between perception of differential climate and employees’ knowledge hiding, suggesting that as task
interdependence increased, this mediating effect weakened.

Theoretical Contributions

First, we have broadened the research perspective on differential organizational climate. The focus in academic debate
has been on whether this climate positively or negatively affects employee behavior. Some scholars have stated that a
differential climate in the organization can promote employees’ creative territorial behavior (Q. Liu & Tang, 2024),
whereas others reported that a differential climate can lead to employees engaging in unsafe behavior (Wang & Liang,
2023). Our study provides a new perspective on the impact of organizational climate on employee behavior, and also
provides evidence for rating climate as a localized management framework in China.
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Second, we have enriched the study of knowledge hiding in the context of Chinese organizational culture. The focus in
previous research on knowledge management has been predominantly on Western contexts, with insufficient attention
given to mechanisms and influencing factors in China. Significant differences between Western and Asian work and
organizational cultures mean that Chinese employees may develop unique mechanisms for knowledge hiding. We
responded to calls from scholars like Tian et al. (2024), and examined knowledge hiding based on leadership style and
organizational culture within Chinese enterprises. By introducing employees’ perception of differential climate as a
precursor variable, we have provided a regional cultural perspective for knowledge management, emphasizing how
organizational culture and psychological climate shape employees’ knowledge-management behavior according to
cultural background. By doing so, we have advanced cross-cultural management research and offered insights for
knowledge-management practices globally.

Third, we have expanded the research pathway of mechanisms that weaken knowledge hiding. The primary focus in
existing research has been on the initial stage of knowledge hiding, with limited attention given to the weakening
mechanisms. We responded to calls from scholars like Wen et al. (2022), and used social information processing theory,
introducing task interdependence as a moderating variable to explore the boundary conditions of the relationship
between employees’ perception of differential organizational climate and knowledge hiding. We have enriched the
application of social information processing theory in organizational behavior research and empirically demonstrated
that task interdependence can weaken the impact of employees’ perception of differential climate on knowledge hiding.
The results highlighted the role of job design and organizational structure in mitigating the negative impact of
organizational climate, providing insights for optimizing knowledge-management practices.

Practical Implications

First, strengthening employees’ perception of fairness and reducing their perception of differential climate are essential
for a healthy organizational culture. Managers should establish transparent communication and fair decision-making
processes, ensuring equal access for all to information and resources, and equitable evaluations. This can reduce
employees’ perception of deprivation and unfairness, thereby decreasing knowledge-hiding behaviors. Fairness training
and awareness-raising activities for managers could also enhance trust and teamwork.

Second, promoting a knowledge-sharing workplace culture is crucial. Organizations should encourage sharing,
innovation, and collaboration by recognizing and rewarding employees’ knowledge-sharing behaviors. Incorporating
these behaviors in performance evaluations and utilizing and building internal knowledge-management systems can
facilitate knowledge capture, storage, and dissemination.

Third, refining human resource management strategies is necessary. Conducting regular employee satisfaction surveys
and psychological safety assessments can address issues that a differential climate causes. Having clear career-
development paths and effective training plans can reduce employees’ perception of deprivation. Promoting diversity
and inclusivity will ensure all employees feel valued, thus reducing knowledge-hiding behaviors.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

The cross-sectional research approach we used in this study did not allow us to track changes over time in employees’
perception of a differential organizational climate, feelings of relative deprivation, and knowledge-hiding behavior.
Future studies could adopt longitudinal methods to observe these dynamic relationships and clarify the causal
relationships between variables. We also focused on individual-level behavior, revealing internal mechanisms and
dynamics of individual responses. However, to gain a full understanding of the impact of organizational climate,
researchers could extend the analysis to the team level to reveal how team interactions and group dynamics influence
behavior and decision making. Finally, the scales used in this study were derived from Western organizational
environments. Despite a rigorous translation process and use of pilot surveys to reduce semantic ambiguities, scales
developed in Western contexts may have limitations for research in China. Future researchers could consider revising
these scales or developing new ones based on the unique organizational environment in China to reveal commonalities
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