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Fostering subordinate moqi is a significant method to improve the cooperating quality and promote positive outcomes. However, little is known about the influencing factors and mechanisms of subordinate moqi. To address this issue and explore the influencing factors of subordinate moqi, we draw on self-categorization theory to develop a mediation model to examine whether and how deep-level similarity affects subordinate moqi, casting the leader-member exchange (LMX) as a mediator. A two-wave online survey was conducted and 316 data was collected. A Structure Equation Modeling analysis was used to test all hypotheses with Mplus 7. Results showed that the deep-level similarity could positively predict subordinate moqi and LMX, respectively. Additionally, LMX was a significant predictor of subordinate moqi as well as it mediated the positive relationships between deep-level similarity and subordinate moqi. These findings expand our understanding of the antecedents of subordinate moqi. It is suggested that developing subordinates’ deep-level similarity with supervisors and LMX relationships are instrumental in cultivating subordinate moqi which promote positive outcomes. Organizations should integrate effective management programs into managerial strategies to enhance deep-level similarity and LMX, in turn, fosters subordinate moqi.
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INTRODUCTION

Moqi, which comes from a Chinese poem of the Song Dynasty, refers to a state of unspoken but tacit understanding between two parties (Zheng et al., 2019a). It is a construct cultivated by Eastern culture (i.e., high context, face, and power distance) (Zheng et al., 2019a). The importance of moqi is argued by Zhang and Zhang (2011) as being based on the need to understand consistently the implicit information of the interactive process. To keep consistency in the understanding of implicit information between implicit information conveyers and receivers, people need to build moqi. Especially in high context, face culture, and high power distance societies (e.g., China), much implicit information is involved (Zheng et al., 2019a).

In high context, people generally involve indirect expression (i.e., non-verbal messaging) to convey information to others (Richardson and Smith, 2007). Namely, they convey clues through their eyes, gestures, tone, expressions, and so on. Only if people, who are information receivers, understand exactly the means of this non-verbal information they can be regarded as getting complete information and reduce mistakes. Secondly, face reflects individuals’ self-image from social recognition and reputation obtained in their life (Ho, 1976). In the face culture context, individuals are more eager to get face and do not lose face (Zhang et al., 2011). Thus, individuals desiring for face may adjust their behavior when they encounter face risk (Kim and Sang, 1998). For example, when individuals infer that their thoughts may make themselves or others very embarrassing and awkward; individuals are reluctant to express their real thoughts directly to save face (Bao et al., 2003). In this context, they may convey their real thoughts through their expression, eyes, gestures, tones, speed of delivery, and so on and expect others to understand their thoughts unspoken as well. Additionally, power distance is the third prominent culture related to moqi and refers to “the extent to which a society accepts the fact that power in institutions and organizations is distributed unequally” (Hofstede and Bond, 1984, p. 419). High power distance culture is salient in China (Hofstede and Bond, 1984). Influenced by the culture of high power distance, leaders generally have strong authority and do not say everything thoroughly and clearly when arranging tasks for their subordinates, meanwhile subordinates are also afraid of authority or do not want to encounter embarrassment, and so dare not or do not want to ask their leaders more (Liao H. et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2011). In these contexts, mentioned above, moqi is an effective solution for helping people to understand messages unspoken and likewise protect people’s authority and face (Zheng et al., 2019a).

Although moqi is important in the Chinese cultural context, the term moqi is only widely used in people’s daily life (Zhang and Zhang, 2011). It was not until Zheng et al. (2019a) introduced moqi into the field of organizational behavior research that it was developed as an academic concept. They focused on moqi between subordinates and supervisors and proposed the construct of subordinate moqi, which reflects a state that subordinates can fully and correctly know their supervisors’ desires, intentions, and expectations, even if supervisors do not talk with them directly (Zheng et al., 2019a). They developed the scale of subordinate moqi and conducted empirical research to investigate the effects of moqi. Their findings show that subordinate moqi significantly is associated with employee task performance (Zheng et al., 2019a). Additionally, more and more researchers have focused on the research of moqi in recent years and they found subordinate moqi is related to positive outcomes. For example, previous studies show that subordinate moqi can decrease knowledge hiding (Zhong et al., 2021), and is a significant predictor of knowledge sharing behavior (Zheng et al., 2019b), employee voice (Zhou and Zheng, 2019), empowerment (Li et al., 2020), and work engagement (Li and Zheng, 2020). The positive effects of subordinate moqi make us believe that it is an important concept to know. More researches should be called for exploring subordinate moqi.

Today, facing the heavy work brought by the increasingly competitive market, managers always cooperate with their subordinates to handle the tasks (Fisher et al., 2012). To improve the quality of cooperation and achieve positive outcomes, organizations encourage employees to build subordinate moqi (Zhang and Zhang, 2011; Wang et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2019a). However, it is not easy to establish this state (i.e., subordinate moqi) since little is known about the antecedents of subordinate moqi. Till now, only several studies explored the influencing factors of subordinate moqi. One of the works took an information-seeking approach (Zheng et al., 2019a), and the other adopted a proactive motivation model (Wang et al., 2018) to explore antecedents of subordinate moqi. They found that implicit/explicit feedback-seeking and perceived supervisory status were two essential predictors of subordinate moqi. Additionally, Zhong et al. (2021) found that leader humility is positively related to subordinate moqi. These studies from a “subordinate-centric” and “leader-centric” perspective have provided valuable insights into what influences subordinate moqi; however, little is known about what may influence subordinate moqi from the perspective of “subordinate-supervisor.” Since that subordinate moqi is imperative in the workplace, it is critical to explore how to cultivate subordinate moqi.

Thus, we aim to explore the influencing factors of subordinate moqi from the perspective of “subordinate-supervisor” to fill this gap and enable managers to understand how to foster subordinate moqi, which is conducive for task performance (Zheng et al., 2019a) and positive employee behaviors (Zhou and Zheng, 2019). Drawing on self-categorization theory (Haslam and Reicher, 2015), this study develops a mediation model to explain whether and how deep-level similarity influences subordinate moqi.

Subordinate moqi links subordinates and supervisors (Wang et al., 2018). If those factors from the “subordinate-centric” perspective will affect subordinate moqi, we infer that the common characteristics between subordinates and supervisors, from the perspective of “subordinate-supervisor,” may also affect subordinate moqi. Deep-level similarity between subordinates and supervisors is a salient concept that indicates subordinates and supervisors’ consistency in belief, value, and attitude (Ndiaye, 2011), outlook, perspective, and problem-solving (Abu Bakar and McCann, 2018). These characteristics significantly affect individuals’ consistency in judgments, decisions, and actions on issues or goals (Ndiaye, 2011). In other words, deep-level similarity between subordinates and supervisors may enhance cognitive and action consistency (Deng et al., 2014) which is related to subordinate moqi (Zhang and Zhang, 2011). This clue suggests that deep-level similarity between subordinates and supervisors may be associated with subordinate moqi. Drawing on the self-categorization theory (Haslam and Reicher, 2015), subordinates may be stimulated to conduct self-categorization behavior by their deep-level similarity with their supervisors. The categorization results will help employees distinguish whether they belong to the same category as their supervisors or not. If subordinates and supervisors perceive that they belong to the same category because of deep-level similarity, they are more likely to attain the same recognition, and then reach consensus on the goals and behaviors (Graziano et al., 2007). Since subordinate moqi embodies “consensus intention,” which reflects that subordinates and their supervisors have consistent understandings of goals, it may inspire employees to spontaneously choose consistent behavior (Zhang and Zhang, 2011). Therefore, we argue that employees’ deep-level similarity with supervisors may play a vital role in promoting the achievement of subordinate moqi.

Additionally, we put forward one possible mediating mechanism between deep-level similarities and subordinate moqi according to the self-categorization theory. Based on the self-categorization theory, deep-level similarity will induce a categorizing process that initiates in-groups and out-groups (Oldmeadow et al., 2003). And then individuals with a high level of similarity are more likely to be in-groups and develop high-quality relationships (Chen et al., 2008). When employees and their supervisors develop this relationship, they may increase the frequency and quality of interactions (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). The quality of leader-member exchange (LMX) will be improved. Therefore, subordinates may become more familiar with their supervisors and know supervisors’ unspoken desires and ideas (i.e., subordinate moqi). Meanwhile, subordinates who are out-group members will try to get closer to the supervisors to get positive feedbacks from the high ranking. Thus, they will increase the frequency of communication with supervisors to achieve further familiarity between them and supervisors. Thus, we propose that the LMX relationship is one possible underlying mechanism that explains the relationship between deep-level similarities and subordinate moqi.

Our research can make three theoretical contributions. First, we contribute to the scholarly conversations around antecedents of subordinate moqi from a new viewpoint. To better comprehend the influencing factors of subordinate moqi, we posit that deep-level similarity between subordinates and supervisors can promote subordinate moqi from a dyadic perspective. Namely, we explore the antecedents of subordinate moqi from the subordinate-supervisor dyadic perspective rather than viewing subordinate moqi as a result of subordinates themselves from the subordinate-centric perspective. This change extends the scope of theorizing antecedents of subordinate moqi and provides a new perspective of exploring mechanisms of initiation of subordinate moqi.

Additionally, we regard the LMX relationship as a possible underlying mechanism through which deep-level similarity can influence subordinate moqi. Research suggests that when employees have deep-level similarities with their supervisors, they will develop high-quality leader-member exchange relationships (Sherony and Green, 2002; Valenzuela et al., 2020) and indirectly generate subordinate moqi (Casimir et al., 2014; Srivastava and Dhar, 2016). Our study provides a possible path to explain how dyadic traits between subordinates and supervisors lead to subordinate moqi.

Finally, this study extends the perspective of exploring followership. Compared with previous studies which focus on the angel of leaders or leadership to discuss the influencing factors of followers’ behaviors, this study, from a subordinate-supervisor dyadic perspective, explores the influence of the traits linking subordinates and supervisors on followers’ behavior.



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK


Subordinate Moqi

Subordinate moqi reflects a state in which subordinates understand supervisors or have silent consensuses with supervisors without verbal communication (Zheng et al., 2019a). The stronger subordinate moqi means the better subordinates understand their supervisors. When supervisors imply something in a non-verbal way, subordinates can tacitly perceive and understand it and then conduct consistent actions in their supervisors’ expectations (Zheng et al., 2019a). During the moqi generating process, supervisors are information transmitters, while subordinates are information receivers and interpreters. Why can one party tacitly comprehend the other party without speaking? Some scholars believe that traditions, norms, and assumptions of socio-cultural language are the sources of the consistent actions between two parties (Yao and Chen, 2017).

Zhang and Zhang (2011) believe that keeping consistent with supervisors in intrinsic ideology is good for subordinates to achieve consistent understanding and actions toward the goals. Some studies explore the antecedents of subordinate moqi from the perspective of subordinate-center. Recent empirical research found that subordinates’ explicit and implicit feedback-seeking were two significant predictors of subordinate moqi (Zheng et al., 2019a). Besides, Wang et al. (2018) found that employees’ perceived supervisory status, as one antecedent of subordinate moqi, positively influenced subordinate moqi via feedback-seeking. Additionally, from the perspective of “leader-center,” Zhong et al. (2021) provided evidence that leader humility can significantly predict subordinate moqi by an empirical research. Subordinate moqi links employees and their supervisors. Accordingly, we infer that from the perspective of the link between subordinate and supervisor, factors related to subordinate-supervisor traits may affect subordinate moqi, such as employees’ deep-level similarity with supervisors. The similarity is one important term when we discuss the interaction between subordinate and supervisor, especially in discussing self-categorization (Hogg and Terry, 2000; Zhao et al., 2014). However, it is not clear whether or how employees’ deep-level similarity with supervisors triggers subordinate moqi. Thus, this study aims to discuss the relationships between deep-level similarity and subordinate moqi.



Self-Categorization Theory

The self-categorization theory developed from the social identity theory assumes that the comparison between one party and other parties in related social activities triggers the functioning of the social self-concept (Oldmeadow et al., 2003). Generally, there are three comparison levels of self-categorization. The theory believes that individuals are human beings that differ from other creatures. Subsequently, individuals can be insiders or outsiders of groups according to their race, nation, or others. Finally, an individual is a unique unit that differs from others in groups because of the differences in personality or other forms (Haslam and Reicher, 2015). The comparison makes individuals form into different clusters, and they can be in-group or out-group members (Hornsey, 2008). People will perceive others with similarities as insiders or others with distinctions as outsiders (Hogg and Terry, 2000). Similarities affect individuals’ cognitive consistency (Morry, 2005) and subsequent behaviors (Li et al., 2017). Through self-categorizing, individuals’ similarity will stimulate individuals’ self-classification actions and inspire individuals to act as consistently as others in the same groups. Furthermore, self-categorizing will satisfy individuals’ self-enhancement and reduce uncertainty (Hogg and Terry, 2000).

Individuals not only expect to keep consistency with persons who belong to the same categorization but also try to reach consensus on issues (Haslam and Reicher, 2015). Researchers have found that agreeableness was related to cooperation and helping behavior (Graziano et al., 2007). In other words, individuals in the same category will achieve consistency with in-group members, cooperate with and help each other. According to the above theory, we argue that deep-level similarity between subordinates and supervisors may affect subordinate moqi.



Deep-Level Similarity and Subordinate Moqi

Similarly, anything that is shared among persons includes surface-level similarity and deep-level similarity (Ndiaye, 2011). Harrison et al. (1998) assert that demographic variables can characterize the surface-level similarity. However, Ndiaye (2011) believes that the deep-level similarity is a common characteristic existing in behaviors or interactions (e.g., attitude, belief, and value similarity). Previous research found that deep-level similarity was a predictor of individuals’ behaviors and work outcomes. When employees are deep-level similarity with their colleagues, they will actively seek feedback (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2011) which is related to subordinate moqi (Zheng et al., 2019a). We assume that subordinates’ deep-level similarity with supervisors may induce subordinate moqi. Deep-level similarity reveals that individuals’ consistencies in belief, value, and attitude significantly affect individuals’ judgment, decision, and action on issues or goals (Ndiaye, 2011). When subordinates have deep-level similarities with their supervisors, they will more tend to maintain consistency in intrinsic ideology and show consistent understanding and action of the goals (Zhang and Zhang, 2011). Therefore, when supervisors convey implicit clues to subordinates, their similarities promote subordinates’ capability to accurately explain these clues, correctly understand the real intentions of supervisors beyond the implicit information, and conduct the same behaviors that satisfy supervisors’ expectations. Additionally, previous research found employees who have deep-level similarity with their colleagues engaged in more proactive feedback-seeking (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2011). Existing study found that proactive feedback-seeking is positively related to subordinate moqi (Zheng et al., 2019a). According to the above, we infer that the more subordinates are deep-level similarity with supervisors, the more they achieve subordinate moqi with supervisors. Thus, we hypothesize:


Hypothesis 1: Deep-level similarity is positively related to subordinate moqi.





Deep-Level Similarity and Leader-Member Exchange

Leader-member exchange (LMX) reflects the quality of exchange in relationships between leaders and members (Gomez and Rosen, 2001). Subordinates with low-level LMX relationships generally feel that they are out-group people, while employees with high-level LMX consider themselves as in-group people (Zhao et al., 2014). In-group employees can attain more resources (e.g., information, confidence, and involvement) and achieve good work outcomes (Li et al., 2017), whereas out-group employees have few opportunities (Gomez and Rosen, 2001). In this study, we adopt the self-categorization theory to discuss the relationships between deep-level similarity and LMX.

In this study, deep-level similarity emphasizes the homogeneity in value belief, work type, and work attitude between subordinates and supervisors (Ensher et al., 2002). The self-categorization theory proposes that similarity is a prominent indicator of classification (Hogg and Terry, 2000; Haslam and Reicher, 2015). We assume that deep-level similarity, as an indicator of classification, may stimulate employees with a high level of deep-level similarity with supervisors to classify themselves into the same class as their supervisors, and further increase the interpersonal attractiveness (Zuo and Gao, 2008). As the interpersonal attractiveness increases, employees’ cognitive factors related to the LMX relationship (Dulebohn et al., 2012), such as positive affect, employees’ perceived insider status, and psychological security, will increase (Gonzaga et al., 2007; Li et al., 2017). Moreover, previous studies have provided supportive empirical evidence that actual similarity (e.g., competence, personality, and expectations) was directly associated with LMX (Montoya et al., 2008; Erdogan and Bauer, 2015; Liao and Hui, 2021). According to these clues, we infer that subordinates may build a high-quality LMX relationship when they are deep-level similarity with their supervisors. Thus, we hypothesize:


Hypothesis 2: Deep-level similarity is positively related to leader-member exchange.





Leader-Member Exchange and Subordinate Moqi

Both LMX and subordinate moqi are relational constructs that reflect the interactive relationships between subordinates and supervisors. However, LMX is mainly based on trust, respect, and obligation (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995) and emphasizes an exchange relationship between subordinates and supervisors based on social exchange (Graen and Scandura, 1987). In this relationship, both supervisors and subordinates can be initiators of exchange behaviors, and they can get benefits through LMX. Differently, subordinate moqi is mainly based on cognitive consistency (Zhang and Zhang, 2011) and reflects a state of subordinates’ understanding and cooperating with their supervisors when they do not speak with their supervisors (Zheng et al., 2019a). In the subordinate moqi context, supervisors are implicit information senders, while subordinates are implicit information capturers and interpreters who can explain implicit information accurately. In a word, subordinate moqi emphasizes that subordinates have reached a consistent cognition with their supervisors on information or actions (Zhang and Zhang, 2011).

We believe that LMX may positively help subordinates cultivate a state of moqi with their supervisor. The emergence of subordinate moqi requires that subordinates are familiar with their supervisors and clearly understand their supervisors. Employees with subordinate moqi can correctly understand supervisors’ concealed expectations, intentions, or desires based on implicit information conveyed by supervisors (Zheng et al., 2019a). Subordinates may go through three steps to achieve the state of moqi with supervisors. Firstly, they should walk close to supervisors to interact. Then, they try to interact with supervisors to be familiar. Finally, they will be familiar to understand implicit information from supervisors (Zheng et al., 2019a). During this process, interacting with supervisors, as a form of LMX, may determine the success of establishing a state of moqi with their supervisor.

When subordinates have high-level LMX, they will acquire a series of positive psychological resources, such as trust, respect, and obligation (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995), which will lead subordinates to be more willing to walk close to and support supervisors (Choy et al., 2016; Liao and Hui, 2021). The more subordinates exchange with their supervisors, the more benefits they get, which narrows the psychological distance between subordinates and supervisors, and increases their further interactions (Gomez and Rosen, 2001; Liao and Hui, 2021). As the frequency of interaction increases, subordinates and supervisors become more familiar with each other and “match” with each other. It creates preconditions for subordinates in comprehending supervisors’ ideas unspoken. Furthermore, since employees with a high-quality LMX often have more opportunities to access information related to their jobs (Graen and Scandura, 1987), they may have advantages in forming consistent cognition with supervisors because of the supports of the availability of adequate information for helping them comprehend, judge supervisors’ real intentions, and achieve subordinate moqi (Zhang and Zhang, 2011). Finally, subordinates with high-level LMX have stronger self-efficacy and are more likely to explore unknown things (Zhao et al., 2014); therefore, they may be motivated to interpret implicit information conveyed from supervisors and to achieve a state of moqi with supervisors (Zheng et al., 2019a). Thus, we hypothesize:


Hypothesis 3: Leader-member exchange is positively related to subordinate moqi.





The Mediating Role of Leader-Member Exchange

According to the above discussion, as the degree of subordinates’ deep-level similarity with their supervisor increase, the sense of being insiders of subordinates with supervisors will increase. This sense will enhance the interactions between subordinates and supervisors and the quality of the LMX relationships (Hypothesis 2). The frequent interactions between subordinates and supervisors will make subordinates familiar with their supervisors. As the two parties (i.e., subordinates and supervisors) know each other, subordinates may understand supervisors even if they do not talk to each other. If two parties can keep achieving tacit understanding and agreements in the workplace context, they can achieve, namely moqi (Hypothesis 3). Thus, we propose that the influence of deep-level similarity on subordinate moqi will be indirectly transmitted via LMX. We hypothesize:


Hypothesis 4: Leader-member exchange mediates the positive effect of deep-level similarity on subordinate moqi.






MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants and Procedures

We collected the data from employees of 9 firms in Shanghai, Beijing, and Chongqing municipalities, and Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Guangdong Provinces. The fields of these firms are electrical appliance sales, information technology, and plastic product production. In each company, we introduced the research content to a manager and invited this manager to assist in distributing the online questionnaire among their colleagues. Every participant is distributed a unique code to match their completed questionnaires at time 1 and at time 2. To control the negative effect of common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003), we surveyed two times. In period 1, we invited 523 participants to report their deep-level similarities with their supervisors. One month later, we asked these 523 participants to report LMX and subordinate moqi and collected 451 questionnaires. Each participant was rewarded with a red envelope after completing the survey and their responses to the questionnaire were kept confidential. Since some participants did not write correctly their unique code at time 1 and time 2, namely, the code of the second time was not the same as the one of the first time. These questionnaires did not be matched correctly, thus can’t be used. Finally, we got 316 valid data for the study.

Among the final participants, 68% of the participants were males. 35.4% were between 26 and 30 years old, and 46.5% were between 30 and 40 years old. While only 3.8% of respondents were beyond 40, and 14.2% were between 18 and 25 years old. In terms of the time of working with supervisors, 44.6 percent of subordinates worked with their supervisors for 1–3 years. In contrast, 23.1 percent of subordinates worked with their supervisors for less than 1 year, and 32.3 percent of subordinates worked with their supervisors beyond three years.

Additionally, 17.1% respondents have worked less than 1 year, 40.8% for 1–3 years, 12.7% for 3–5 years, 16.1% for 5–8 years and 13.3% for more than 8 years. Finally, 25.9 percent of respondents had Associate’s degrees, 35.1 percent had Bachelor’s degrees, and 34.2 percent of respondents had high school degrees. However, a small group of participants had a Master’s qualification (4.7%).



Measures

This study used the seven-point Likert scales (from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) to measure the variables.


Subordinate Moqi

We assessed subordinate moqi using an 8-item scale from Zheng et al. (2019a). One example item was, “without explicit verbal communication or overt cues from my supervisor, I can usually understand his/her any ambiguities and concerns about work.” The Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.93.



Deep-Level Similarity

We used an 8-item scale of Ensher et al. (2002) to assess the degree of the deep-level similarity between subordinates and supervisors. One sample of measures was “My mentor and I see things in much the same way.” The Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.93.



Leader-Member Exchange

This study adopted a 7-item scale of Scandura and Graen (1984) to measure the LMX. We invited subordinates to independently and objectively report their attitudes and feelings toward leader-member exchange. One example of items was, “Regardless of how much formal authority your immediate supervisor has built into his or her position, what are the chances that he or she would be personally inclined to use power to help you solve problems m your work?” The Cronbach’s alpha of the scale was 0.88.



Control Variables

Following previous studies of subordinate moqi (Wang et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2019a), subordinates’ gender, age, education, tenure in the current firm, and time of working with their supervisors are related to fostering moqi with their supervisors. Thus, this study controlled these variables.





RESULTS


Analytic Strategy

First, we adopted SPSS18 software to conduct descriptive analysis and correlation coefficient analysis among study variables. Then, we used MPLUS7 software to conduct confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) to test the measurements’ discriminant validity. Finally, we applied the Structural Equation Modeling and the bootstrapping approach in MPLUS 7 to test the hypotheses.



Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

The means, standard deviations and correlations of variables exhibit in Table 1. It shows that subordinate moqi is positively correlated with deep-level similarity (r = 0.52, p < 0.001), and leader-member exchange (r = 0.73, p < 0.001), respectively. Additionally, Table 1 reveals that the leader-member exchange is positively correlated to deep-level similarity (r = 0.54, p < 0.001).


TABLE 1. Descriptive results and correlations of main variables.

[image: Table 1]


Common Method Deviation Analysis

We adopted two methods to examine the common method bias following the suggestions of Podsakoff et al. (2003). First, this study performed Harman’s single-factor test to diagnose the common method variance. Results showed that three factors were extracted to account for 65.76% of the variance, and the first factor accounted for 47.96% of the variance (less than 50%). Second, we applied the controlling for the effects of an unmeasured latent factor method to ascertain the influence of common method variance. Result showed that the fitness of the model with a latent common methods variance factor (CFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.93; RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.04) did not obviously outperform the three-factor model without a latent common methods variance factor (CFI = 0.92; TLI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.07; SRMR = 0.05). Since the change of RMSEA is 0.01, the change of CFI is 0.02, and TLI and SRMR are 0.01, we believe that the common method bias is not serious (Xie and Long, 2008).



Confirmatory Factor Analysis

We adopted CFA to check the degree of constructs’ distinctiveness. Table 2 shows that three-factor model has a superior fit and good discriminant validity (χ2 df =227, N = 316 = 534, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.05). The three-factor model (M1) better fits the data than alternative models, including two-factor model (M2) that combines leader-member exchange and subordinate moqi into one factor (χ2 df =229, N = 316 = 750, p < 0.001, Δχ2(2) = 216, p < 0.01); two-factor model (M3) that integrates deep-level similarity and LMX into one factor (χ2df =229, N = 316 = 1,085, p < 0.001, Δχ2(2) = 551, p < 0.01); two-factor model (M4) that combines deep-level similarity and subordinate moqi into one factor (χ2 df =229, N = 316 = 1,298, p < 0.001, Δχ2(2) = 764, p < 0.01); and one-factor model (M5) that merges deep-level similarity, leader-member exchange and subordinate moqi into one factor (χ2df =230, N = 316 = 1,494, p < 0.001, Δχ2(3) = 960, p < 0.01). Results offer evidence for the good discriminant validity of the variables.


TABLE 2. CFA results for the predicting discriminant validity of main variables.
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Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis 1 infers that deep-level similarity will significantly predict subordinate moqi. Figure 1 shows that the path coefficient between deep-level similarity and subordinate moqi is positive and significant (γ = 0.15, p = 0.014). Thus, it supports Hypothesis 1.


[image: image]

FIGURE 1. Unstandardized path coefficients from structural equation modeling results. N = 316. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.


Hypothesis 2 assumes that deep-level similarity will significantly predict the leader-member exchange. Figure 1 shows that deep-level similarity (γ = 0.41, p < 0.001) is significantly correlated to the leader-member exchange. Therefore, it supports Hypothesis 2.

Hypothesis 3 proposes that the LMX is positively associated with subordinate moqi. As shown in Figure 1, the path coefficient between the leader-member exchange and subordinate moqi is significant (γ = 1.05, p < 0.001). Thus, it supports Hypothesis 3.

Hypothesis 4 predicts that LMX mediates the influence of deep-level similarity on subordinate moqi. We used a bootstrapping approach to generate the indirect effect coefficient and the confidence intervals of the indirect effects. Table 3 reveals that the indirect influence of deep-level similarity on subordinate moqi through the leader-member exchange is significant (γ = 0.43, p < 0.001). The 95% confidence interval of the mediating effect is (0.331, 0.567), and correspondingly zero is excluded. Thus, hypothesis 4 is supported.


TABLE 3. Mediation effect.
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DISCUSSION

The present study investigated the relationship between deep-level similarities and subordinate moqi from the perspective of self-categorization. Through constructing a mediation model, this study expected to answer whether and how deep-level similarity affects subordinate moqi. A two-wave survey was conducted and results showed that subordinates’ deep-level similarities with their supervisors were positively associated with their moqi with their supervisors. Moreover, as the degree of subordinates’ deep-level similarities with their supervisors is enhanced, the quality of the leader-member exchange relationship will be higher (Zhang et al., 2013; Liao and Hui, 2021), and in turn, the more subordinates can foster subordinate moqi. This study suggested that subordinates’ deep-level similarities with supervisors may enhance their consistent cognition or behavior (Zhang and Zhang, 2011), and then subordinates can exactly guess supervisors’ expectation, intention, and demand unspoken (Zheng et al., 2019a) when they receive clues conveyed through supervisors’ eyes, tone, expressions, and so on. Additionally, our findings suggested that deep-level similarities may inspire subordinates’ self-categorization motivations and regard supervisors, who have deep-level similarities with them, as in-group and then build a high-quality LMX relationship. During the interactive process of LMX, subordinates will have more chances to get information about their supervisors, and then they may improve the level of understanding their supervisors. Subsequently, even without more communication, subordinates also know their supervisors’ real thoughts unspoken; namely, subordinates have built moqi with their supervisors. In all, this study shows that deep-level similarity and LMX play important roles in fostering subordinate moqi and provides several implications for subordinate moqi research.


Theoretical Implications

First, this study provides researchers and practitioners with a new angle to understand the antecedents of subordinate moqi. Previous researchers have discussed the antecedents of subordinate moqi from the perspective of subordinates and found that subordinate feedback-seeking (Zheng et al., 2019a) and perceived supervisory status (Wang et al., 2018) could predict subordinate moqi. From the perspective of leader, Zhong et al. (2021) examined the effect of leader humility on subordinate moqi. However, not enough papers have discussed other antecedents of subordinate moqi from the similar traits between subordinates and supervisors’ perspectives. Given that subordinates’ characteristics can influence subordinate moqi, similar traits (i.e., deep-level similarity), as a kind of characteristics between subordinates and supervisors, may affect subordinate moqi. According to the self-categorization theory, we investigate the influence of deep-level similarity on subordinate moqi from the perspective of the connection between subordinates and supervisors. This study provides evidence that the traits linking subordinates and supervisors can affect subordinate moqi.

Second, our study provides researchers with a possible path between deep-level similarities on subordinate moqi, which serves as a modest spur to induce other researchers to come forward with more contributions. Previous studies have not investigated how the traits linking subordinates and supervisors promote or discourage subordinate moqi. From the perspective of self-categorization, when subordinates and supervisors have more deep-level similarities, they may regard themselves as insiders of the same clusters (Haslam and Reicher, 2015). This sense of being in the same groups will enhance the communication between subordinates and supervisors to achieve high-quality LMX relationships (Liao and Hui, 2021), and indirectly promote subordinate moqi. Additionally, this study found that deep-level similarities and LMX are positively related to subordinate moqi. These findings extend our understanding of subordinate moqi from the points of similarities and LMX.

Third, the current research also contributes to followership literature. Previous scholars mainly explore the influencing factors of followers’ behavior from the perspective of a leader or leadership; however, few explore the effect of traits linking subordinates and supervisors on people’s behaviors. This study found that employees’ deep-level similarity with supervisors can induce subordinates’ understandings and cooperation with their supervisors. From the perspective of the traits linking subordinates and supervisors, our findings provide important evidence that subordinates’ similar characteristics (deep-level similarity) with supervisors can play a vital role in influencing subordinates’ behaviors toward their supervisors.



Managerial Implications

This study proposes several vital implications for organizations. Existing research has provided evidence that subordinate moqi can positively influence employees’ task performance and knowledge sharing behavior (Zheng et al., 2019a,b). To adopt the subordinate moqi as a tool in management and increase employees’ positive behaviors and performance, organizations may concern the deep-level similarity with supervisors, a predictor of LMX and subordinate moqi, and hire employees who have deep-level similarity with supervisors (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2011). When HR managers interview candidates, they may evaluate candidates’ values, and working methods through surveys to judge the matching degree of the deep similarity between departments and candidates. Additionally, organizations should cultivate open communication cultures between employees and their supervisors, and provide them with convenient communication channels to help them learn relevant work experience or knowledge from each other. These behaviors can help subordinates and supervisors form deep-level similarities, inspire subordinate moqi, and further generate positive outcomes (Zheng et al., 2019a,b; Zhou and Zheng, 2019).

Our study finds that LMX plays an essential role in explaining how employees’ deep-level similarities with their supervisors build subordinate moqi. These findings support that if subordinates have high-quality LMX relationships, they will have high-level subordinate moqi. Thus, managers should concern more about how to inspire LMX. Firstly, managers should actively seek sufficient resources from organizations for the initiation of LMX. These resources can help supervisors lay the foundation for establishing high-quality LMX (Dulebohn et al., 2012). Secondly, organizations should provide a fair reward system in which employees can receive rewards based on their contribution, which accordingly fosters high-quality LMX relationships (Liao and Hui, 2021). Thirdly, organizations should enhance effective leadership programs training to managers to inspire line managers’ perceptions of LMX and moqi.



Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations in this study should be concerned. First, although we used the time-lag approach to control common method variance rising in the self-reported data in this study, the effect of common method variance cannot be utterly avoided. To better measure the variables and understand the cause-effect of the phenomenon, scholars should collect data from multiple sources and use other research designs (e.g., between-subject design experiment) to investigate the underlying mechanism. Second, although the current study has examined LMX as a mediator in the effects of deep-level similarity on subordinate moqi, other variables may also play mediating roles in such relationships. For example, trust-in-supervisor, perceived insider status, and role identity may be possible variables that explain the effect of deep-level similarity on subordinate moqi. Thus, future research should test the effects of other mediators to comprehend further how and why deep-level similarity leads to subordinate moqi. Third, we collect data only from Chinese firms in this study. Considered high context, face, and high power distance culture are salient in China and are related to fostering moqi as well (Zheng et al., 2019a), our findings remain further discussions in generalization in wide cultural contests and industrial contexts.




CONCLUSION

Subordinate moqi plays a critical role between employees and their supervisors. Though managers recognize the importance of subordinate moqi, little is known that how to foster it. Based on the self-categorization theory, this study discusses whether and how deep-level similarity affects subordinate moqi. By analyzing the data from a two-wave survey, we find that deep-level similarity significantly predicts subordinate moqi and the leader-member exchange relationships (LMX). Meanwhile, the LMX relationship, enhanced by subordinate moqi, further promotes subordinate moqi. These findings suggest that deep-level similarity inspires employees’ self-categorization motivations and then builds a high-quality LMX relationship. As subordinates have a high-quality LMX relationship, they have more chances to interact with their supervisor and attain more information about their supervisor and work. Then, employees are more likely to understand their supervisor and build subordinate moqi. In other words, this study highlights that deep-level similarity and LMX play imperative roles in fostering subordinate moqi. Additionally, this study enriches the literature on the antecedent of subordinate moqi, and identifies the influencing mechanism of deep-level similarity in subordinate moqi.
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APPENDIX


SCALES AND ITEMS


Subordinate Moqi (Zheng et al., 2019a)

Without explicit verbal communication or overt cues from my supervisor, I can understand his/her task requirements at work.

Without explicit verbal communication or overt cues from my supervisor, I can usually understand any ambiguities and concerns about work for my supervisor.

Without explicit verbal communication or overt cues from my supervisor, I can cooperate with him/her at work.

Without explicit verbal communication or overt cues from my supervisor, I am familiar with my supervisor’s work style.

Without explicit verbal communication or overt cues from my supervisor, I am able to understand his/her train of thought.

Without explicit verbal communication or overt cues from my supervisor, I am clear about my supervisor’s work methods.

Without explicit verbal communication or overt cues from my supervisor, I cooperate well with my supervisor.

Without explicit verbal communication or overt cues from my supervisor, I can cooperate with and act in concert with my supervisor.
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