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Implicit coordination is an important research topic in the field of social cognition. Previous studies have studied implicit coordination behavior from the perspective of team mental model but ignored the internal mechanism of individual status competition motivation on implicit coordination behavior. Based on the differences of status competition motivation, the individual status competition motivation is divided into prestige-type and dominant-type. With knowledge sharing as the mediating variable and psychological safety as the moderating variable, this research constructed a process model of the influence of status competition motivation on implicit coordination behavior. The empirical study was carried out with a sample of 367 employees of 44 enterprises. The research results show the following findings: (1) Status competition has a differentiated impact on implicit coordination. Prestige-type status competition has a significant positive impact on implicit coordination behavior, while dominant-type status competition has a significant negative impact on implicit coordination behavior. (2) Knowledge sharing plays a mediating role between status competition (prestige-type status competition and dominant-type status competition) and implicit coordination. (3) Psychological safety positively moderates the relationship between prestige-type status competition, dominant-type status competition, and knowledge sharing. The research results provide a new perspective for the field of implicit coordination; reveal the mechanism of status competition motivation in implicit coordination, which is of great significance to the practice of enterprise team management and human resource management.
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INTRODUCTION

Many enterprise coordination practices show that in a complex, dynamic, and uncertain environment, when employees are faced with high pressure and high load tasks, they will often adjust the coordination mode. Employees tend to change the explicit coordination to the implicit coordination, to reduce the process losses, improve coordination efficiency, and achieve task objectives (Stout et al., 1999; Colman and Gold, 2018; Stefanini et al., 2020). According to the theory of organizational coordination, coordination is the act of working together harmoniously by the employees, and the act of managing interdependencies between activities performed to achieve a goal (Malone and Crowston, 1992). According to the different coordination modes, it can be divided into explicit coordination and implicit coordination (Rico et al., 2008; Chang et al., 2017). Explicit coordination refers to visible and external coordination patterns under regulations or through interventions by administrators, including mutual communication, direct monitoring, standard operation procedures, or behavioral regulation plans, rules, and objectives (Blickensderfer et al., 2010; Fisher et al., 2012). On the contrary, implicit coordination refers to adjustment behavior driven by deep cognition, that is, the adjustment by team members of their behavioral model according to their anticipated tasks and other team members’ needs (Chang et al., 2017; Rico et al., 2019).

Implicit coordination and explicit coordination are two very important forms of coordination in an enterprise. Explicit coordination mainly focuses on the use of task organization mechanisms, such as work plans, meetings, and operation manuals, as well as communication mechanisms, such as oral, written, formal, and informal (Espinosa et al., 2004). Implicit coordination is an adjustment behavior driven by deep cognition, which is a behavior spontaneously generated by employees. Explicit coordination is explicit, conscious, and perceptible, while implicit coordination is spontaneous, unconscious, and imperceptible (Cannon-Bowers et al., 1993; Wittenbaum et al., 1996; Espinosa et al., 2004).

We believe that previous studies generally focus on explicit coordination and emphasize the important role of explicit coordination on operational performance, but this only provides a relatively static picture of operation. While their importance is indisputable, explicit coordination mechanisms reveal only one aspect of coordination. Scholars generally believe that “good coordination is almost imperceptible,” that is, implicit coordination is more natural than explicit coordination, and can provide stronger coordination and higher productivity for enterprises. Through the study of cognitive field, we believe that the concept of coordination expands the understanding of the coordination contribution of enterprise employees in the interaction process. Therefore, how to promote the implicit coordination behavior among enterprise employees, lower coordination costs, and process losses, and improve coordination effectiveness has become the focus of modern enterprises (Kachra and White, 2008; Uitdewilligen et al., 2018).

In recent years, organizational research scholars have introduced status research from the field of sociology to the field of management, which is used to explain related management phenomena and problems within and between organizations (Magee and Galinsky, 2008; Piazza and Castellucci, 2014). In contrast to sociologists who apply the concept of status to a wide range of social situations, organizational and management researchers apply it to micro situations, such as competitive environments, markets, organizations, or teams. They tend to seek the positive outcomes that status produces in the field of management (Lee and Jeung, 2018; Lam, 2021).

Since enterprise production is a kind of group behavior, the knowledge mastered by individual employees needs to interact with the knowledge of other employees to produce value. Enterprise employees have different divisions of labor, majors, and knowledge backgrounds. By connecting employees of different majors with corresponding jobs, they can not only play their respective roles, but also promote their own knowledge growth through specialization. However, the cooperation of employees with different backgrounds and professions will bring about conflicts in cognition, relationship, procedures, etc., especially status competition, which is one of the important factors affecting employee cooperation, communication, and coordination.

Status is a very important attribute of an individual in an enterprise (Berger et al., 1972; Anderson et al., 2001; Magee and Galinsky, 2008). Status differences in an enterprise will affect the degree of respect, access to resources, influence on others, and ultimately affect the behavior motivation of individuals. For example, when employees think their status is low, in the need of self-esteem and self-actualization, they will expect to obtain higher status through status-competitive behavior (Berger et al., 1980; Gandz and Murray, 1980; Anderson et al., 2008; Cheng et al., 2013).

Status competition is the effort of employees to change their relative status in the enterprise. Based on different competitive motivations, it can be divided into the prestige-type status competition based on prosocial motivation and the dominant-type status competition based on self-interest motivation (Bendersky and Hays, 2012). Enterprise management practice finds that the motivation of status competition will affect knowledge sharing, experience exchange, and information transfer among employees, especially making the implicit coordination behavior increasingly complicated (Banks et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2017).

When studying the mechanism of employees’ status competition motivation on implicit coordination, knowledge sharing is one of the important perspectives. Cheng et al. (2013) show that prestige-type status competition motivation and dominant-type status competition motivation are positive predictors of an individuals’ interpersonal liking or rejection in the organization. According to social classification theory, in the process of gaining status, employees will socially classify certain characteristics and behaviors of individuals with different motivations and show inconsistent social interaction patterns. Individuals with prestige-type motivation usually show generous and friendly behaviors and will get more praise and preference in interpersonal interactions. To reward the recognition and respect of other employees, they will increase knowledge sharing behaviors. Individuals with dominant-type motivation rarely show interpersonal sensitivity or sympathy for other employees of the enterprise and are easily disgusted and rejected by other employees, thereby reducing their own knowledge sharing behaviors.

It is clear from the above analysis that status differences and status demands can cause individuals to develop prestige-type and dominant-type status competition, and make individuals receive different treatment in the enterprise, such as welcome or exclusion, which affects their decision making and behavioral choices for sharing or hiding knowledge. According to motivated information processing model, individual behavior is not only influenced by their needs and motivations but may also be influenced by the weighting of certain situational factors. Psychological safety is a common feeling of mutual support among employees, which can prompt individuals to change from self-orientation to collective orientation and make more beneficial altruistic behaviors. When employees feel safe, they will have positive learning behavior or innovation behavior (He et al., 2020; Wu and Chen, 2021). Psychological safety will affect employees’ knowledge sharing behavior. When employees perceive a high sense of psychological safety, to consolidate or improve their status in the enterprise, they are more inclined to share knowledge or information, are willing to form better interpersonal relationships and common cognition, and will produce more positive implicit coordination behaviors. Conversely, when the level of psychological safety is low, employees tend to be cautious and conservative, like to hide their knowledge and use it as a political resource to protect their status. Based on this, this research introduces psychological safety as a moderator variable to explore the mechanism of individual competitive motivation, knowledge sharing, and implicit coordination behavior.

In conclusion, status competition motivation often becomes an important factor to stimulate employees’ implicit coordination behavior. Employees with different status competition motivation have different cognition of knowledge sharing, which will have substantial influence on implicit coordination behavior. Therefore, this paper will refer to the logical framework of coordination theory, incorporate the concept of status competition into the field of organizational coordination, systematically study the relationship between status competition motivation and implicit coordination behavior, and test the mediating role of knowledge sharing and the moderating role of psychological safety. The research results can enrich theoretical research in the field of organizational coordination and provide reference for enterprise team management and human resources management in the field of practice.



THEORETICAL BASIS AND RESEARCH HYPOTHESIS

According to cognitive theory, motivation is an intrinsic drive that determines behavior. The production of employees’ implicit coordination behavior also has its intrinsic motivation, among which information (knowledge) sharing is one of the main incentives. The motivated information processing model believes that individual decision making is an information processing process (Hinsz et al., 1997). What information is shared, and the quality of information sharing and integration is influenced by two distinct motivations, epistemic motivation, and social motivation. Epistemic motivation is employees’ willingness to make the effort to understand something comprehensively and accurately; social motivation is an individual’s preference for distributing outcomes among themselves and others (De Dreu et al., 2006). Epistemic motivation determines the depth of information processing, while social motivation determines the direction of information processing. The two motivations work together and ultimately determine the quality of decision making (De Dreu et al., 2008).

According to this theory, the internal motivation of employees will affect their behavior; especially the social motivation of employees determines the way and path of information processing to some extent. When employees have prosocial motivation (prestige-type status competition motivation), they are more willing to think about problems and obtain information (knowledge) from the perspective of others, resulting in more willingness to cooperate and share information. Under the influence of prosocial motivation, employees will produce more positive role behaviors (including in-role behavior and out-role behavior), tend to consider themselves and others as a whole to consider joint benefits, and regard cooperation or win-win as the key. When employees have self-interested motivation (dominant-type status competition motivation), they tend to pursue profit maximization, ignore, or even belittle the achievements of others, and regard gaining their own rights as the key to competition. Relevant studies have shown that employees’ intrinsic motivation has a good predictive effect on emotional experience, creative behavior, cooperation persistence, job satisfaction, etc. (Grant and Berry, 2011; Cortina, 2017). Individuals with prosocial motivations can redouble their efforts to maximize joint benefits based on mutual trust. Only on the basis of information processing and knowledge sharing can individuals obtain more comprehensive resources and make more reasonable judgments and decisions, which provide an important foundation for employees to generate implicit coordination behaviors. That is, knowledge sharing, to a certain extent, can determine the communication among employees, which is conducive to promoting the integration of different knowledge and laying a foundation for employees to predict or adjust their behavior.

In addition, since implicit coordination is an effective prediction of employees’ behavior based on each other, it is built on the basis that employees share information or knowledge related to tasks or work with each other and form common cognition. That is, when employees form a consistent cognition of tasks or work goals through knowledge sharing, they can effectively predict the actions and needs of other employees (Rico et al., 2008; Butchibabu et al., 2016). Therefore, implicit coordination requires employees to share more knowledge; sufficient knowledge sharing is the precondition for the formation of implicit coordination. However, due to the different motivation of status competition among employees, there will be differences in knowledge sharing, including sharing willingness, sharing content, sharing methods, and approaches (Estrada et al., 2016). Specifically, employees with prestige-type status competition motivation will take the initiative to help others, share key knowledge, and spread core information to gain respect, which is conducive to the formation of a harmonious working atmosphere in the enterprise and the establishment of mutual trust (Flynn et al., 2006; Cheng et al., 2013). Employees with dominant-type status competition motivation are reluctant to share their knowledge. Due to the difficulty in measuring the value of shared knowledge, the uncertainty of knowledge contribution, and the fear of free-riding effect, employees are reluctant to make efforts, which will lower the intrinsic work motivation and reduce mutual help behavior.


Status Competition and Implicit Coordination

The obstacle to the implicit coordination of employees is that the coordination contribution cannot be clearly defined, and compensation incentives cannot explicitly compensate employees for the enterprise benefits brought about by implicit coordination (Willer, 2009). However, by providing status resources (such as management ranks), the relationship between status competition behavior and implicit coordination can be established to solve the marginal contribution problem in achieving enterprise task goals.

When individuals realize that their status is low, out of the needs of self-esteem and self-value realization, they will improve their own status level through competitive behavior, that is, the adjustment of status can motivate employees to increase work engagement and create higher personal performance (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998; Kleinbaum and Stuart, 2014). However, the different motivations of individuals determine that they adopt different ways of status competition. Prestige-type status competitors have prosocial motivations and tend to show behaviors such as proactively helping others and proactively sharing information, while dominant-type status competitors have self-interest motivations and are prone to unethical behaviors that harm the interests of others. The former considers status competition to achieve task goals, while the latter considers status competition to achieve individual ends (Loch et al., 2000; Huberman et al., 2004). Therefore, employees with prestige-type status competition motivation will actively anticipate the needs of other employees and adjust their behaviors to gain their own reputation in the enterprise, thereby establishing and consolidating their own status. While employees with dominant-type status competition, motivation prefers not to participate in or even hinder the coordination of others in order to preserve their own resource value and prevent the loss of status.

According to the coordination theory, when dealing with the interdependence of employees, the employees of the prestige-type status competition motivation will be willing to help others and share key information due to their prosocial motivation. It is easy to form a harmonious working atmosphere in the enterprise, and employees have a more trusting relationship and a sense of cooperation and collaboration. When employees are faced with high-risk work tasks, they tend to share risks, resulting in closer interdependence, which is conducive to the generation of implicit coordination behavior (Rico et al., 2019; Espinosa et al., 2021).

Therefore, prestige-type status competition motivation will promote the generation of employees’ implicit coordination behavior. On the contrary, employees with dominant-type status competition motivation are prone to unethical behaviors due to their self-interested motivations and are prone to mutual suppression, malicious exclusion, marginalization, and mutual shirk, resulting in tense interpersonal relationships and fierce competition atmosphere. When employees are faced with high-risk work tasks, they will choose to avoid responsibilities and risks, destroy the interdependence among employees, make management more difficult, and it is difficult to form an effective implicit coordination behavior (Lowry et al., 2013).

Therefore, employees who engage in dominant-type status competition motivation may hinder the coordination behaviors of others or be unwilling to participate in them, ultimately hindering the formation of implicit coordination. However, employees who adopt prestige-type status competition motivation may provide more communication behaviors, which will have a positive impact on implicit coordination. This paper proposes the following hypotheses:

H1a: Prestige-type status competition positively affects implicit coordination.

H1b: Dominant-type status competition negatively affects implicit coordination.



The Mediating Role of Knowledge Sharing

The role of knowledge sharing on implicit coordination is reflected in the following aspects. Knowledge sharing helps employees to obtain key information about task work and facilitates the formation of common cognition (Gagné et al., 2019). Knowledge sharing can change employees’ attitudes, perspectives, or perceptions about the path to achieving task goals (Shteynberg and Galinsky, 2011). Knowledge sharing helps to improve mutual understanding among employees and better promote interdependence (Huber and Lewis, 2010; Randolph-seng and Norris, 2011).

The successful experience of many enterprises shows that employees must reach a common understanding in performing tasks and coordinating behaviors, which can be better positioned to anticipate the needs and actions of other employees, thereby increasing work performance (Cannon-Bowers et al., 1993). Knowledge sharing helps employees to develop distributed expertise, form shared and accurate common cognition, and thus enhance individual’s full understanding of others’ behavior, intention, and cognition (Bock et al., 2005; Navimipour and Charband, 2016). Knowledge sharing can also increase the familiarity and trust among employees, increase the frequency of communication and interaction, and more accurately understand the mental models of other employees, thus making it easier to form implicit coordination (Klimoski and Mohammed, 1994; Stenius et al., 2017; Singh et al., 2021).

According to coordination theory, coordination is the process of managing interdependence. When interdependence is high, employees can share and coordinate their task inputs (such as information, knowledge, and other resources) to complete the work smoothly (Alper et al., 1998). Conversely, employees may be split and work individually. Through knowledge sharing, enterprise employees can not only quickly understand what other employees are doing, but also can predict what other employees may do or need (Lewis and Herndon, 2011; Mell et al., 2014; Choi et al., 2020). Based on the altruistic motivations, prestige-type status competitors give help to others, thus forming a high interdependence relationship, which is conducive to promoting the formation of implicit coordination through knowledge sharing. On the contrary, the dominant-type status competitors have a more tense relationship with other employees. The self-interested motivations destroy the interdependence with other employees; easily produce knowledge hiding behaviors, and cause obstacles to implicit coordination (He et al., 2021).

It can be seen that prestige-type status competitors with altruistic motivations have a strong willingness to share knowledge (Bendersky and Hays, 2012) and will gain respect by helping others and sharing key information, which can promote implicit coordination behavior. Dominant-type status competitors with self-interested motivations pay more attention to personal goals and are unwilling to contribute knowledge to achieve goals, which will inhibit implicit coordination. Therefore, this paper proposes the following hypotheses:

H2a: Knowledge sharing plays a mediating role in the relationship between prestige-type status competition and implicit coordination.

H2b: Knowledge sharing plays a mediating role in the relationship between dominant-type status competition and implicit coordination.



The Moderating Role of Psychological Safety

At the individual level, psychological safety is a feature that reflects an individual’s internal psychological state and self-perception (Schein and Bennis, 1965). It is a general feeling and common belief that individuals support each other, that is, it is safe to take interpersonal risks in an enterprise. The establishment of this common belief is rooted in mutual trust, mutual respect, and mutual care among employees. It is also rooted in the perception of employees that their self-image, status, and career will not suffer negative consequences when expressing and presenting themselves (Kahn, 1990; He et al., 2020). Employees have a sense of risk sharing in the context of psychological safety, which is a driving force for free, open, candid communication and coordination (Edmondson, 1999; Newman et al., 2017). High psychological safety promotes employees’ willingness to share knowledge, experiences, and practices, and to agree on tasks goals. It also frees employees from concerns about expressing opinions and discussing issues, as well as letting others know about their expected actions. Low psychological safety will make enterprise employees worry that their shared knowledge will be used to harm their own interests (Zeng et al., 2020).

Prestige-type status competitors gain respect from others through unique skills, knowledge, character, etc., thereby increasing their influence over other employees of the enterprise, such as cooperation, mutual trust, and respect for others. Therefore, when the sense of psychological safety is higher, due to the establishment of prestige, the love of self-esteem, and the desire for status, prestige-type status competitors will not be worried and anxious, dare to speak up, have the courage to admit mistakes, and actively share knowledge.

When dominant-type status competitors feel psychologically safe, they are encouraged to express different information and opinions, and to communicate freely without fear of negatively affecting their status (Kahn, 1990). Employees with dominant-type status motivations will change their previous suppression methods and pay more attention to the mistakes and deficiencies of others. That is, by actively speaking, expressing their own opinions, controlling the behavior of other employees, and taking the initiative to improve their status, they increase their confidence in participating in task and goal discussions. Therefore, this paper proposes the following hypotheses:

H3a: Psychological safety has a moderating role in the relationship between prestige-type status competition and knowledge sharing, that is, the higher the level of psychological safety, the stronger the positive effect of prestige-type status competition on knowledge sharing.

H3b: Psychological safety has a moderating role in the relationship between dominant-type status competition and knowledge sharing, that is, the higher the level of psychological safety, the weaker the negative impact of dominant-type status competition on knowledge sharing.

The conceptual mode of this research is shown in Figure 1.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1. The conceptual mode of this research.





RESEARCH METHODS


Samples and Procedures

The data of this research come from Jiangsu, Shanghai, Beijing, Zhejiang, and other places in China, covering task teams in manufacturing enterprises, service enterprises, high-tech enterprises, and so on. To ensure data quality, questionnaires were filled out by task employees. In the formal research stage, we used professional research companies and important contacts of enterprises and other channels. And we distributed questionnaires through the enterprise WeChat group, Email, APP, and personal contact information in the form of network link. Before filling in the questionnaires, we obtained the consent of the managers of the human resources departments of each enterprise and explained the purpose, process, and confidentiality matters of the survey to the respondents, to ensure that the respondents could fill in the questionnaires according to the real situation.

A total of 500 questionnaires were distributed in this survey, and 420 questionnaires were recovered, with a recovery rate of 84%. After eliminating invalid questionnaires, 367 valid questionnaires were obtained, and the effective recovery rate reached 91.75%. Table 1 shows the organizational characteristics, and Table 2 shows the employee characteristics.



TABLE 1. Characteristics of organizations.
[image: Table1]



TABLE 2. Characteristics of employees.
[image: Table2]



Measurement of Variables

The scales used in this research are all mature scales proposed by previous scholars, and the scales were translated into Chinese according to the procedures of translation and retranslation, to ensure the consistency of the original meaning in different semantic contexts. All measurement items in the questionnaire are based on a five-point Likert scale, where 1 means “completely disagree” and 5 means “completely agree.”


Status Competition

Referring to the measurement items of Huberman et al. (2004) and Bendersky and Hays (2012) this paper uses 11 items to measure the status competition behavior and adjust it according to specific situations. The prestige-type status competition includes five items, such as “The rest of the enterprise employees respects me” and “I am often asked for advice and help at work.” The scale’s internal consistency coefficient is 0.633. The dominant-type status competition includes six items, such as “I often try to achieve my goals regardless of what other people think” and “I try to control others and not allow others to control me.” The scale’s internal consistency coefficient is 0.903.



Implicit Coordination

This paper uses the implicit coordination measurement scale developed by Rico et al. (2008) and Khan et al. (2010), which includes eight measurement items, such as: “I can anticipate the actions of employees without communication” and “I adapt my approach to achieve the task’ shared goals.” The scale’s internal consistency coefficient is 0.780.



Knowledge Sharing

This paper refers to the measurement items of Bock et al. (2005) and uses six items to measure knowledge sharing willingness, including explicit knowledge sharing and implicit knowledge sharing, such as: “I often share my documents and reports with other employees” and “I will share my working methods and models with other employees.” The scale’s internal consistency coefficient is 0.859.



Psychological Safety

This paper refers to the psychological safety scale of Edmondson (1999) and adjusts it in combination with specific situations, using five measurement items, including “If I make a mistake at work, others will complain about me” and “In an enterprise, I can ask questions and stick to my opinion.” The scale’s internal consistency coefficient is 0.563.



Control Variables

Previous studies suggest that demographic variables, such as gender, age, and education level and factors such as the length of time an individual has joined a company and a team can affect the motivation or behavior of employees’ knowledge sharing and implicit coordination. Most empirical studies on status competition and implicit coordination also use these variables as control variables (Chang et al., 2017; He et al., 2021). Therefore, the control variables considered in this research include gender, age, education level, years in the company, and years in the team.





DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS


Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis

The descriptive statistics and correlation analysis results of the main research variables involved in this research are shown in Table 3. It can be seen from Table 3 that prestige-type status competition and knowledge sharing (r = 0.299, p < 0.01) and implicit coordination behavior (r = 0.343, p < 0.01) are significantly positively correlated. Knowledge sharing and implicit coordination are also significantly positively correlated (r = 0.520, p < 0.01). Dominant-type status competition was significantly negatively correlated with knowledge sharing (r = −0.293, p < 0.01) and significantly negatively correlated with implicit coordination behavior (r = −0.184, p < 0.01). In addition, there was a significant positive correlation between psychological safety and implicit coordination (r = 0.265, p < 0.01). All main research variables were roughly moderately correlated, and in the same direction as the previous hypothesis, suitable for further analysis.



TABLE 3. Descriptive statistics and correlations among all variables.
[image: Table3]



Common Method Biases Test

This paper mainly uses two methods to test the common method deviation: one is to use the Harman single factor test method. And use the principal component analysis method to conduct exploratory factor analysis on all test items, a total of eight factors are separated out. The first factor explains only 25.729% of the total variance, which is much less than 50%, that is, there is no single factor explaining most of the variance. The second is to use confirmatory factor analysis to build a competitive model to test the fitting effect of sample data. The specific analysis results are shown in Table 4. The five-factor model has the best fitting effect with the observed data (χ2/df = 2.732, RMSEA = 0.072, CFI = 0.838, TLI = 0.821, SRMR = 0.089).



TABLE 4. Results of the confirmatory factor analysis for the main variables.
[image: Table4]



Hypothesis Testing

For the research hypothesis, firstly, hierarchical regression analysis was used to examine the direct effect of status competition on implicit coordination behavior, the mediating effect of knowledge sharing, and the moderating effect of psychological safety. The specific regression results are shown in Tables 5, 6.



TABLE 5. Regression analysis of prestige-type status competition.
[image: Table5]



TABLE 6. Regression analysis of dominant-type status competition.
[image: Table6]


Direct Effect Test

After controlling for demographic variables such as gender, age, and education level, it can be seen from Model 5 in Table 5 that prestige-type status competition has a significant positive impact on implicit coordination (β = 0.371, p < 0.001), H1a is supported. From Model 10 in Table 6, the direct effect of dominant-type status competition on implicit coordination is significantly negative (β = −0.186, p < 0.001), H1b is supported.



Mediating Effect Test

Examining the mediating effect of knowledge sharing between prestige-type status competition and implicit coordination. Based on the direct effect of Model 5 prestige-type status competition on implicit coordination in Table 5, knowledge sharing is further added to the regression equation. The analysis results are shown in Model 7. The results show that the knowledge sharing of employees is significantly positively correlated with their implicit coordination behavior (β = 0.469, p < 0.001), and the positive effect of prestige-type status competition on the implicit coordination behavior of employees was weakened, but still significant (β = 0.227, p < 0.001), which means that knowledge sharing plays a mediating role between prestige-type status competition and implicit coordination relationship, H2a is supported.

In addition, knowledge sharing plays a mediating role between dominant-type status competition and implicit coordination. Based on the direct effect of Model 10 dominant-type status competition on implicit coordination in Table 6, knowledge sharing is further added to the regression equation. The analysis results are shown in Model 12. The results show that knowledge sharing of employees is positively correlated with their implicit coordination behavior (β = 0.494, p < 0.001), and the dominant-type status competition becomes insignificant on the implicit coordination behavior of employees, which means that knowledge sharing plays a mediating role between the dominant-type status competition and the implicit coordination, H2b is supported.



Moderating Effect Test

The analysis results of the moderating effect are shown in Model 3. The interaction term of prestige-type status competition and psychological safety has a positive impact on knowledge sharing (β = 0.123, p < 0.01), that is, the higher the psychological safety level of employees, the stronger the positive effect of prestige-type status competition on knowledge sharing, H3a is supported.

To show the moderating effect of psychological safety on the relationship between prestige-type status competition and knowledge sharing, this paper calculates the difference of the influence of prestige-type status competition on knowledge sharing under different levels of psychological safety, taking the mean value lower than and higher than one standard deviation, respectively. When psychological safety is relatively low, the influence coefficient of prestige-type status competition on knowledge sharing is 0.2534 (p < 0.001); while when psychological safety is relatively high, the influence coefficient of prestige-type status competition on knowledge sharing is 0.4097 (p < 0.001).

For employees with a higher level of psychological safety, prestige-type status competition has a more obvious role in promoting knowledge sharing. Compared with the low psychological safety situation, the promotion effect of prestige-type status competition on knowledge sharing behavior is strengthened in the high psychological safety situation. That is, psychological safety enhances the positive effect of prestige-type status competition on knowledge sharing and has a positive moderating effect on the relationship between the two.

For the moderating effect of psychological safety on the relationship between dominant-type status competition and knowledge sharing, we first analyze the dominant-type status competition and psychological safety. Then, construct the interaction term of dominant-type status competition and psychological safety, and put it psychological safety into the regression equation of dominant-type status competition on knowledge sharing. The analysis results are shown in Model 9. The interaction term of dominant-type status competition and psychological safety has a significant positive impact on knowledge sharing (β = 0.074, p < 0.05), indicating that psychological safety significantly affects the relationship between independent variable and dependent variable, H3b is supported. The same method is used to calculate the difference of the influence of dominant-type status competition on knowledge sharing under different psychological safety levels.

When psychological safety is relatively high, the influence coefficient of dominant-type status competition on knowledge sharing is −0.2663 (p < 0.001). While when psychological safety is relatively low, the influence coefficient of dominant-type status competition on knowledge sharing is −0.4165 (p < 0.001). Compared with low-level psychological safety, high-level psychological safety will weaken the negative impact of dominant-type status competition on knowledge sharing.





DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION


Theoretical Contribution

This paper divides the status competition motivations into prestige-type and dominant-type. Through empirical research, this paper explores the influence mechanism of individual status competition motivation on implicit coordination behavior, analyzes the mediating role of knowledge sharing, and the moderating role of psychological safety between status competition and knowledge sharing. The research results show that employees’ status competition motivation has different effects on implicit coordination behavior. The prestige-type status competition has a positive effect on implicit coordination, while the dominant-type status competition has a negative effect on implicit coordination. The conclusion of the research further verifies the view of Cheng et al. (2013), that is, the motivations of employees for status pursuit mainly include dominant-type status competition motivation and prestige-type status competition motivation. The former regard status as an asset and try to gain dominance over resources and others by seeking status; the latter regard status as a responsibility and gain honor and respect by implementing altruistic behavior. Although employees attach great importance to status resources and their symbols, they also have preferences in specific practice. Enterprise employees with different motivations have different focuses and have different attitudes and behaviors toward implicit coordination.

Knowledge sharing plays a mediating role in the relationship between status competition motivations and implicit coordination behavior. Prestige-type status competition promotes employees’ implicit coordination behavior by positively influencing knowledge sharing, while dominant-type competition weakens employees’ implicit coordination behavior by negatively affecting knowledge sharing. Enterprise employees with different status competition motivations have different views on knowledge sharing, which will affect the common cognition of tasks and group goals and have different degrees of influence on implicit coordination behavior.

Psychological safety moderates the effect of status competition on knowledge sharing. That is, when the degree of psychological safety is higher, the positive effect of prestige-type status competition on knowledge sharing behavior is enhanced, while the negative effect of dominant-type status competition on knowledge sharing behavior is weakened.

This paper has the following theoretical contributions. First, this paper analyzes the characteristics of different status competition behaviors and promotes research in the field of status competition. Status is the master-subordinate relationship that employees are in an enterprise and the level difference between different employees. It is one of the very important attributes of an individual in an enterprise. Status competition is the innate instinct of human beings, in the need of self-esteem and self-realization, employees are eager to obtain a higher reputation and status in the enterprise. The positive and negative effects of status competition largely depend on the motivation of competitors, that is, the motivation and purpose of employees’ use of status. Prestige-type status competition employees have prosocial motivations and see status competition as a signal of personal competence and a means to achieve corporate goals. They pay more attention to honor, prestige, and others’ evaluation of themselves, and are eager to be recognized by others. To maintain and gain dignity and self-esteem, they will show more organizational citizenship behaviors, such as helping others or sharing key information (He et al., 2019). Dominant-type status competition employees have self-interest motivations and see status competition to achieve their goals. They gain more power and rewards behind their status, and often use unethical means to undermine the work performance of others to increase their chances of winning in the competition. By introducing different status competition motivations and analyzing their behavioral characteristics, this research finds different influence mechanisms of status competition motivations on implicit coordination behavior, which further enriches the research in the field of status competition and promotes the cross research in the field of status competition and organization coordination.

Second, this research explores the influence mechanism of implicit coordination behavior from the perspective of individual status competition motivation, which enriches the research in the field of coordination. Coordination of work teams is a general phenomenon that aims to integrate and adjust the actions, knowledge, and goals of interdependent employees to achieve a common goal (Rico et al., 2008). While explicit coordination is explicit, conscious, and perceptible, implicit coordination emphasizes spontaneous, unconscious, and imperceptible coordination. Previous studies on implicit coordination are mostly based on cognitive or knowledge perspectives, focusing on the distribution of enterprise knowledge and expertise, cognitive structure of employees, team situational models, etc., but less attention is paid to the perspective of individual motivation, especially the influence of status, power, structure, etc. (Bunderson and Boumgarden, 2010; Van Der Vegt et al., 2010; Bunderson and Reagans, 2011). In traditional enterprise research, the vast majority of studies default to the assumption that there is no status difference among employees, and employees are completely equal in the process of cooperation. This assumption cannot truly characterize the structural relationships of employees in specific practices. Due to individual differences in abilities, personalities, etc., informal status differences will form among employees (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006). Status differences affect implicit coordination among employees. Therefore, from the perspective of status competition motivation, we deeply explore the influence path and mechanism on employees’ implicit coordination behavior, which is helpful to enrich the research in coordination field.

Third, this study incorporates psychological safety into the research framework of status competition-knowledge sharing. It expands the boundary conditions of the influencing factors of knowledge sharing and enriches the empirical research on psychological safety as a moderator variable. Psychological safety has always been an important research topic in the field of psychology. It mainly reflects the internal psychological state and self-perception of employees, and has an important impact on learning behavior, suggestion behavior, innovative behavior, work engagement and involvement, and work performance. Based on previous research, this paper further confirms the moderating effect of psychological safety in prestige-type status competition-knowledge sharing and dominant-type status competition-knowledge sharing from the individual level, indicating that psychological safety can provide some situational conditions. Under the condition of high psychological safety, the employees of the enterprise feel the general support and common belief within the enterprise and are more able to actively carry out knowledge sharing activities, which is conducive to the formation of common cognition among employees, and then promotes the formation of implicit coordination behaviors.



Practical Inspiration

This research has strong practical significance. First, organizational managers need to pay attention to the motivation of status competition among employees and guide them to conduct reasonable status competition. Status competition has some adverse effects on employees. For example, in order to gain recognition from others, employees may reduce their own output through group restrictions; in order to legitimize their own status, employees may increase the capital of status competition through conspiracy and other methods, leading to interpersonal tension and intense competition atmosphere within the enterprise; and communication and negotiation may not be effective means to resolve status conflicts and may have a destructive impact on the growth of enterprises. Therefore, organizational managers need to take measures to intervene and manage employees’ status competition and persuade employees to follow the principle of maximizing organizational interests to participate in status competition through benign interaction. In addition, the status hierarchy in an enterprise is dynamic and unstable, and there is also a winner-take-all effect, which can easily lead to the solidification of status. Therefore, managers should design open and flexible status granting standards according to the situation of enterprise management practice and guide the motivation of status competition. No matter what motivations employees have for status competition, appropriate status granting standards can promote employees to change themselves from self-oriented to team-oriented, to share more knowledge, and then promote the formation of implicit coordination behaviors.

Second, managers should strengthen the fairness management within the enterprise and create an organizational atmosphere of mutual trust, fairness, and smooth communication. Fairness has an important impact on employees. Once corporate employees believe that there is a problem with fairness, unproductive competition will easily occur, resulting in waste of resources and a decline in status incentives. Based on social comparison theory, low-status employees are more sensitive to the perception of fairness in status competition than high-status employees. For low-status employees, they prefer to use prestige-type status competition to gain recognition and respect from other employees (Blader and Chen, 2011). When they perceive higher fairness, they have a stronger willingness to share knowledge and expect to gain more recognition and higher prestige in the enterprise. And when they perceive that the competition for status is unfair, they will hide their knowledge to preserve their status. Conversely, for high-status employees, when they perceive fairness, they hide their knowledge to avoid low-status employees posing a threat to their own status. Currently, they tend to adopt the dominant-type status competition (Anderson et al., 2020). Therefore, enterprises need to pay attention to the motivation of employees’ status pursuit, formulate corresponding measures to maintain the fairness in the status adjustment mechanism, and give full play to the role of status incentives (Witkower et al., 2020).

Third, managers should maintain status stability and improve the psychological safety of employees. Status has the characteristics of stability and self-sustainment (Bothner et al., 2011). Employees’ perceptions of status stability will affect the behavioral choice of hiding or sharing knowledge. For example, for high-status employees, if they think their status is stable, they will perceive a higher sense of psychological safety (Kahn, 1990) and have more autonomy. To maintain their status, they will choose to actively share knowledge to improve the overall level of implicit coordination. For low-status employees, due to their low level of psychological safety, they will be more conservative in their actions and have weaker motivation to improve their status. They are more inclined to hide their knowledge and use it as a political resource to preserve their status in the enterprise (Pai and Bendersky, 2019; Bendersky and Brockner, 2020). When the status of enterprise employees’ changes, the motivation for status competition will also change. For example, low-status employees often gain status through prestige-type status competition behavior, while to maintain their original status, high-status employees often take dominant-type status competition behavior. Therefore, enterprises need to maintain the stability of their internal status and enhance the psychological safety of employees, to effectively stimulate employees’ knowledge sharing and implicit coordination behavior.



Limitations and Future Research

This research still has the following limitations, which needs to be further improved in the follow-up research. First, in terms of research design, this research mainly uses empirical research to verify the theoretical model, and the research results are also discussed based on cross-sectional data. Future research can provide more convincing evidence for the research hypothesis through vertical research and distribute the questionnaires at different time points to explore the changes in the implicit coordination behavior of employees at different time points. Secondly, this paper mainly discusses the relationship between employees’ status competition motivation and implicit coordination behavior from the individual level but does not clearly distinguish leaders and employees. Team leaders with different management styles may have different status competition motivations. In the future, the two types of personnel can be distinguished for in-depth research. Finally, some potential research directions are worth continuing to explore, such as further subdivision of status competition or consideration of other mediating variables to better understand the operating mechanism. Compared with prestige and dominance, existing studies have begun to focus on the relationship between complaisant, coercive (Ketterman and Maner, 2021), and status competition, and the role of workplace exclusion and cognitive trust in it.
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