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The purpose of this paper is to investigate how supervisor’s mental state and behavior
choice affect the relationship between employees’ strong growth need (GNS) and their
innovation performance. Using 210 sets of supervisor-subordinate dyads data from
two-wave survey, this research reveals that GNS has a significant positive effect on
innovation performance, and leader—member exchange (LMX) mediates the effect of GNS
on innovation performance. Supervisor perceived status threat moderates the relationship
between GNS and LMX, such that this relationship gets weaker for supervisors with higher
perceived status threat. Furthermore, supervisor perceived status threat moderates the
relationship between GNS and innovation performance, such that this relationship
becomes weaker for supervisors with higher perceived status threat. The study concludes
with theoretical and practical implications, as well as future research avenues.

Keywords: growth need strength, leader-member exchange, perceived status threat, status competition,
innovation performance

INTRODUCTION

Employees differ in their level of growth need strength, which is a personality trait that refers
to the needs and willingness of individuals to learn, grow, accept challenges, and achieve
career development from work (Hackman and Oldham, 1976, 1980; Shalley et al., 2009). The
higher the strong growth need (GNS), the more employees will pay attention to personal
growth and achievement, exercise their independent thoughts, enjoy challenging work, and
get more internal motivation and happiness from it (Bottger and Chew, 1986; Shalley et al.,
2009; Lin et al, 2016). A secret behind a successful organization is to attract high-GNS
employees and help them achieve success (Strubler and Redekop, 2010). Besides, the intensification
of the global market competition and the turbulence of the organizational environment urge
organizations to actively seek good development strategies. Employee innovation, under this
circumstance, is the engine of organization development (Kim et al., 2013; Nieto et al., 2015).
Therefore, how to improve employees’ innovation performance has become an important issue
in the management field (Guo and Hu, 2022). Indeed, employees who can make intensive
efforts and breakthrough attempts have good innovation performance. Obviously, employees
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with high GNS have the strong motivation of learning new
knowledge and pursuing excellent work performance (Shalley
et al, 2009) and, thus, incline to invest more energy into
innovation. Thus, there should be a positive relationship between
employees’ GNS and innovation performance. However, the
reality is that numerous extant literature discussed the relationship
between GNS and individual behaviors and attitudes (Lin et al.,
2016), such as GNS and employees’ openness to experience
(Graen et al.,, 1986), knowledge sharing behavior (Li and Ma,
2014), creativity (Shalley et al., 2009; Volmer et al, 2012),
leader-member exchange (LMX) relationship quality (Phillips
and Bedeian, 1994), job performance and affective commitment
(Lin et al., 2016), and attitude to organizational change (Elias,
2009); little literature has verified the relationship between GNS
and innovation performance. In other words, despite the natural
association between GNS and innovation performance, existing
studies do not explicitly validate the relationship. Hence, this
paper will first discuss this research gap.

The extant literature on employee innovation mainly focuses
on the internal characteristics of employees (Shalley et al,
2009), Some scholars propose that external influence of
stakeholders in the organization play on employees” innovation
performance cannot be ignored either (Seibert et al, 2001;
Tang and Mao, 2020). A variety of social and resource supports
from stakeholders create fertile land for employees’ innovation
performance. Leader, undoubtedly, is an important stakeholder.
According to the leader-member dependency hypothesis, leaders
need to achieve team goals through employees’ efforts, and,
in turn, the feedback, guidance, and innovation resource support
from leaders provide a guarantee for employees with GNS to
achieve innovation performance. Consequently, there is a natural
cooperative relationship between leaders and subordinates (Huang
and Jun, 2006; Liu et al, 2018). We take an cooperative
perspective in this study to argue that LMX has an important
mediating effect on the relationship between GNS and
innovation performance.

However, some contradictory phenomena cannot be explained
by the leader-employee cooperation perspective. For example,
a leader sometimes expresses very weak support toward
subordinates with high GNS who can help him achieve team
goals, and even destroy or suppress innovative behavior of
subordinates with high GNS. However, the existing literature
rarely discusses the phenomenon. We argue that supervisor
perceived status threat can explain leaders’ “suppression” behavior
possibly. As the spokesperson of the organization, a leader
wants to lead team members to achieve team goals and realize
personal goals. Furthermore, as rational egoists, leader’s personal
goals usually are superior to team goals (Hoyos, 2013). Among
the numerous personal goals of leaders, status demand is the
deepest and most fundamental demand. Neuroeconomics and
ecology show that people’s demand for status is overwhelming
(Charness et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2015). Therefore, there is
also a dynamic co-opetition relationship between leader and
member from the perspective of status competition. On the
one hand, leaders need to rely on the employees GNS to
achieve team tasks (Griffin et al., 2007). On the other hand,
leaders face challenges and threats brought by employees with

high GNS. According to status characteristics theory (Berger
et al., 1972) and social dominance theory (SDT; Sidanius et al.,
2004), the leaders regard the individuals with high GNS as
potential status competitors with necessary capability to obtain
high status and participate in status competition. Due to the
scarcity and competitiveness of organizational status resources,
leaders naturally tend to protect the existing status. Leaders
who perceive status threat probably make a poor response to
employees GNS, for example, taking non-political measures
to destroy the LMX relationship, and hindering the positive
effect of employeess GNS on their innovation performance.
Hence, the cooperation perspective cannot effectively explain
the leaders’ influence on the relationship between employees’
GNS and their innovation performance. Accordingly, this paper
introduces the supervisor perceived status threat as a leadership
characteristic variable to explore whether it will exert a
contingency effect on the influence of employees GNS on
LMX and innovation performance.

This study seeks to offer some contributions to the existing
research literature. First, although previous studies have verified
that the employees’ GNS positively affects various routine work
outcomes, few studies examine the relationship between GNS
and innovation performance. Our examination of whether GNS
has a positive effect on innovation performance, contributes
to GNS literature by providing evidence of the relationship
between personality trait and innovation performance. Second,
this study reveals the mediating role of LMX in the influence
process of employees GNS on innovation performance from
leader-member cooperative perspective. Our mediating approach
contributes to the literature on GNS and innovation performance
by revealing why and how employees’ GNS is a strong booster
for their innovation performance. Third, this study provides
a possible answer to an important question: under what
circumstances will supervisors not promote but hinder LMX
and the innovation performance of subordinates with high
GNS? From the perspective of status competition, we identify
supervisor perceived status threat as an important boundary
condition when exploring the effects of GNS on LMX and
innovation performance. Finally, the integration of leader-
member cooperative perspective and the perspective of status
competition in the same model is helpful to comprehensively
understand the influence mechanism and boundary conditions
of GNS on employees positive outcomes.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESIS

Status Characteristic Theory and Social
Dominance Theory

According to status characteristic theory (SCT), some dominant
characteristics such as demographic variables (e.g., gender, age,
seniority, race) and individual characteristics which reflect the
employees work performance are regarded as symbols that
have the potential to obtain high social hierarchy (Berger et al.,
1972). SDT focuses on how culture, ideology, politics, social
structure, individual psychology, and social psychology interact
at different levels (Sidanius et al., 2004); the dominant
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high-status group suppresses the low-status group to maintain
their dominance or high status (Khan et al., 2016). Grant
(2013) argued that when evaluating employees’ performance,
leaders should consider not only whether the employees’ behavior
is needed by the organization, but also the influence of employees’
way of putting forward ideas and behavior on their status.
Leaders will adopt ideas that could protect their status, identity,
and honor in the organization, while ignoring or belittling
suggestions that threaten their status (Hogan and Holland,
2003; Morrison and Ybarra, 2008).

On the one hand, a natural cooperative relationship exists
between leaders and members (Liang et al, 2022). The
subordinates with high GNS need leaders to provide resources
and support for their innovative work. Leaders often rely on
employees with high GNS to exert high-level innovation and
initiative on work tasks to achieve team goals and performance
(Volmer et al., 2012).

On the other hand, GNS as an individual characteristic
variable that can improve employees’ innovation performance
may be regarded by leaders as a symbol that has the potential
to obtain high status and participate in the status competition
(Liu et al., 2015). As a result, leaders face constant status
threats and challenge from the employees with high GNS;
then as conflicts and contradictions were provoked, they take
defensive or non-constructive measures to resist or suppress
subordinates to maintain their status (Grant et al., 2011; Chen
et al., 2017; Liu et al.,, 2021). Therefore, supervisor perceived
status threat will affect the relationship between GNS and
innovation performance.

GNS and Innovation Performance

GNS is an important variable highly related to job setting in
the work characteristic model (Hackman and Oldham, 1976),
reflecting the strong willingness of individuals to accept challenges,
continue to learn and achieve professional development. With
the widespread use of information and communication technologies
(ICT) and the global popularity of COVID-19, crises and
technological advances have influenced each other to bring about
changes in the ways of working such as telecommuting and
virtual work strategies (Abarca et al, 2020; Low et al, 2020;
Garro-Abarca et al,, 2021; Martinez-Navaldn et al., 2021). Therefore,
this also brings profound changes to the working characteristic
model, such as diversity, communication, virtuality, innovation,
challenge, and so on. Compared with employees with low GNS,
employees with high GNS are more sensitive to new changes
in work characteristics and more positively respond to them.
Meanwhile, employees with high GNS take a series of proactive
behaviors to seize all opportunities and even change the working
environment to complete work tasks (Huselid and Day, 1991).
They can be regarded as the pioneer to convey the mission of
an organization, identify and solve problems. However, employees
with low GNS react passively to the environment, and it is
difficult for them to aware that working characteristics have
changed, respond less positively, or even negatively to enriched
work and challenging tasks (Lin et al., 2016). Thus, it is conjectured
that employees GNS can positively influence their innovation
performance through the following paths.

First, the generation of innovation performance encompassed
various uncertainties and risks (Zhou et al, 2012). Therefore,
innovation requires high concentration and initiative (Lin et al.,
2016). While achieving innovation performance, employees need
to have internal and continuous motivation to firmly promote
themselves to face difficulties, challenges, and performance pressure.
Research shows that employees with high GNS often regard
complex work tasks as ideal challenges or growth opportunities,
from which they can get intrinsic incentive (Hackman and Oldham,
1976) to perform more proactively in innovative work (Johnson
et al, 2010). In addition, employees with high GNS generally
will not passively wait for and accept everything that the environment
gives. Instead, they will proactively seek and create opportunities
to meet their growth needs (Shalley et al., 2009) and even modify
the working environment to meet their strong demand for success
(Huselid and Day, 1991). This provides motivation and opportunity
basis for employees to innovate and accumulate creative output.

Second, turning creative ideas into real work results is a
complex and challenging task, requiring employees to have
in-depth professional knowledge and even develop and apply
some new knowledge beyond their work field. Hackman and
Oldham (1980) argued that employees with high GNS are more
inclined to update their professional knowledge and working
skills, concentrated on in-depth processing of professional
knowledge, thereby further deepening their understanding of
work (Wang et al, 2018). Abundant task experience and
diversified knowledge improve employees’ cognitive flexibility,
formulating the knowledge and ability foundation for improving
innovation performance (Arias-Pére and Vélez-Jaramillo, 2022).

Third, innovation is a social activity that requires interpersonal
and resource supports from the organization. Employees with
high GNS actively establish relationship networks in the
organization. Employees with high GNS had more knowledge-
sharing behaviors on social networking sites, through which
they interact with others, set up relationships and obtain social
capital (Li and Ma, 2014). In addition, to promote individual
growth and development, employees with high GNS build
strong trust relationships with colleagues and leaders through
active communication and cooperation with organization
members, frequently seeking performance feedback from their
supervisors. Sufficient social capital and interpersonal network
form a resource base for innovation performance (Sarkawi
et al, 2016). Therefore, hypothesis 1 is proposed:

HI: GNSis positively related to innovation performance.

The Mediating Role of LMX

According to LMX theory, resource scarcity and subordinates’
individual differences will lead a leader to adopt different
exchange strategies to establish the exchange relationship from
low to high quality with member (Wilson et al, 2010). A
high-quality LMX relationship is characterized by the
subordinates being marked as “in-group members,” accessible
to more trust, support, and preferential treatment. On the
contrary, a low-quality LMX relationship equals a pure working
relationship based on the power system, and subordinates, as
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the “out-group members” of leaders, are difficult to get extra
care and rewards (Maslyn and Uhl-Bien, 2001).

As mentioned above, GNS refers to the degree to which
individuals attach importance to personal growth and
development opportunities at work (Oldham and hackman,
2010). Employees with high GNS focus on personal development
and are willing to undertake challenging jobs (Bottger and
Chew, 1986; Sarkawi et al., 2016). They are more likely to
proactively seek leaders’ feedback to improve work quality
continuously. During this process, employees with high GNS
demonstrate the traits of a sense of responsibility, affinity, and
extroversion. These characteristics incur leaders’ love, trust,
and dependence, conducive to establishing a high-quality LMX
relationship (Wilson et al., 2010). Moreover, employees with
high GNS can provide valuable resources for leaders by imposing
higher levels of innovation and initiative on tasks (Wilson
et al,, 2010), thus helping leaders become more effective and
flexible. Previous studies have also shown that members with
higher GNS are often more likely to establish a high-quality
LMX relationship with their leaders (Phillips and Bedeian,
1994). Graen et al. (1986) found that the GNS of subordinates
was positively correlated with the quality of LMX. Employees
with high GNS have a clearer understanding of the necessity
of establishing a strong network with resource controllers and
better political knowledge and skills to deal with the relationship
with colleagues and leaders. Therefore, it can be predicted that
the higher the GNS of employees, the better they will establish
high-quality exchange relationships with their leaders.

A high-quality LMX relationship provides employees with
greater freedom of decision-making, broader innovation space,
more innovation resource support (Zhang et al., 2012), and
sufficient respect and trust (Newman et al., 2017). In addition,
recognized as an “in-group member” by leaders, leaders will
better understand the expectations of employees with high
GNS, allocates more important organizational roles and offers
more growth opportunities to them, such as more challenging
work and constructive feedback and support when necessary.
For subordinates, applying innovative ideas to practice
encompassed a certain extent of risk and uncertainty (Yu
et al, 2020). Meanwhile, subordinates will have instinctive
fear and anxiety about unknown new things. However, the
“in-group member” identity endowed by high-quality LMX
reinforces subordinates’ sense of belonging, self-affirmation
and psychological security, thus strengthening their courage
to face innovation risks. They hence have more resources and
motivation to carry out innovative behaviors and increase
innovation performance. Therefore, the following hypothesis
is proposed:

H2: LMX mediates the relationship between GNS and
innovation performance.

Buffering Effect of Perceived Status Threat
The status threat is defined as an individuals perceived
disrespect and denial, or an individual’ status characteristics
such as official status, reputation and influence within the

organization are threatened or weakened (Kramer, 1998). Due
to the distinct characteristics of status resources, such as high
demand, high value and strong competition (Pearce et al,
2001), position hierarchy is dynamic and unstable in specific
organizational situations. Therefore, organization members
always try to change or enhance their status by improving
their ability, performance, and other status symbols (Berger
et al.,, 1972).

Employees with high GNS usually focus on developing
their skills and talents, possessing a strong sense of responsibility
and affinity, putting forward constructive suggestions and
innovative methods. Therefore, high GNS can be regarded as
the potential factor and precondition for acquiring status
symbols such as capability, reputation, influence, and high-
performance level, making leaders often perceive status threats
from subordinates (Khan et al., 2016). Furthermore, employees
with high GNS are probably seen as a threat to their leaders
because the employees can introduce unwelcome changes
which make leaders feel embarrassed, weak and vulnerable
by exposing their shortcomings and weaknesses, further doubt
their incompetence (Grant and Parker, 2009). According to
SDT (Sidanius et al., 2004), people with high status have a
high level of social dominance. After perceiving a threat to
the status in the group, leaders will amplify power and stratus
differences to consolidate and maintain their own status. From
the perspective of status competition, when leaders evaluate
employees’ behaviors, leaders consider whether employees’
GNS is needed by the organization and whether employees’
GNS will pose a threat to his status (Ames and Flynn, 2007;
Grant et al.,, 2011; Grant, 2013). Leaders who perceive status
threats probably destroy the relationship with employees with
high GNS through counterproductive political operations and
adopt defensive or even exclusive communication modes toward
employees, for example isolating subordinates, silent treatment,
indifference, “wearing little shoes” for subordinates or
deliberately concealing work information (Tang and Mao,
2020), even undertake destructive negative behaviors to
deliberately provoke interpersonal conflicts in the team and
viciously resist subordinates’ GNS to maintain their status.
Thus LMX relationship quality is reduced. Therefore,
we propose:

H3: Supervisor perceived status threat weakens the
positive relationship between GNS and LMX.

Although the employees with high GNS can bring more
innovation performance, the degree of the supervisor perceived
status threat probably determines whether he is willing to
provide employees with innovation support and resources. A
leader with high-status threat perception will intensify his
control (Liu et al,, 2021) and influence to maintain his status
rather than provide resources to promote employees’ innovation
performance (Galinsky et al., 2010). Conversely, employees
probably fail to be recognized and appreciated by the leaders
because of their GNS, but they are ignored and alienated,
further weakening innovation performance. Thus, we propose
the following hypothesis:
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H4: Supervisor perceived status threat weakens the
positive relationship between GNS and innovation
performance.

The theoretical model of this study is shown in Figure 1:
Theoretical model of the study.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample and Procedure

For data collection, we developed a questionnaire based on
scales have been well established in relevant previous studies.
High-tech enterprises have high requirements for employees’
innovation performance, and employees’ GNS can also highly
explain their performance. Due to the nature of work and the
short half-life of knowledge, the cooperation and competition
between supervisors and subordinates are more prominent than
in other industries. According to the above considerations,
this study focuses on high-tech enterprises. Because of time,
energy, and human resources restrictions, it was not possible
to send the questionnaire to all high-tech enterprises, drawing
on previous studies (e.g., Gelashvili et al., 2021), a convenience
sampling approach was used and survey questionnaires were
disseminated online in the Design and R&D departments of
13 high-tech enterprises from Guangzhou, Shanghai, Wuhan,
and Suzhou in China. We contacted the human resources
managers and arranged a formal training before their monthly
meeting to briefly introduce our academic purpose and highlight
the anonymity in our survey.

In order to avoid the influence of homologous bias on the
research validity, the questionnaire was filled out by the supervisor
and the subordinates in pairs. The employee’s direct supervisor
evaluated the employee’s innovation performance and GNS,
and self-reported perceived status threat and GNS. The
subordinate self-reported GNS, LMX. Employees’ GNS was
reported by supervisors and subordinates at the same time,
the samples with great variation in the results reported by
both parties were eliminated [the difference (absolute value)
of the results was greater than or equal to 3] to minimize

the possible error caused by social approval, subordinates” self-
evaluation of GNS data was retained. The supervisor and
subordinate questionnaire adopt a ratio of 1:3, meaning that
one supervisor only randomly evaluates three subordinates in
the team. The data were collected in two stages with the
consideration of the lag of employees’ innovation performance.
In the first stage (Time 1), GNS, LMX, and perceived status
threats were collected. The second stage (Time 2) survey was
conducted to assess employees’ innovation performance 2 months
later. This study carried out anonymous processing to protect
the privacy of participants. Each participant was given a serial
number, through which the data collected in the two stages
were combined into complete data. A total of 239 sets of
questionnaires were distributed to nearly 90 different teams
in 13 companies. In the end, we received 210 sets of valid
questionnaire, for an effective rate of 87.9%.

Among 210 supervisor questionnaires, 49.05% were female.
The average age was 38.8years old and mainly distributed
between 28 and 45 years old. Most had advanced degree: 56.12%
had a bachelor’s degree and 22.31% had a master’s degree or
above. The average organizational tenure was 8.18years, and
the average work time with subordinate was 4.24 years. Among
630 subordinate questionnaires, 46.51% were females. The
average age was 25.16 years old and mainly distributed between
22 and 35years old. 64.11% had a bachelor’s degree and 26.62%
had a master’s degree or above. The average organizational
tenure was 4.17years, and the work time with the supervisor
was 3.1years.

Measures

All scales used in this research have been well established in
the literature to ensure rigor and credibility and have been
revised according to the actual situation in China. Back translation
was performed to avoid semantic confusion affecting the quality
of the questionnaire (Brislin, 1970). First, two doctoral students
who majored in human resource management translated the
English version of the survey into Chinese. Second, the two
students exchanged the Chinese version and translated it back
into English. Third, they discussed and modified the Chinese
version according to the back translation. Finally, two professors

Supervisor perceived
status threat

GNS

A

Leader-member
exchange (LMX)

Innovation
performance

1

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model of the study.
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verified the surveys using their professional experience to ensure
that the final Chinese version was clear to understand. All
scales in this study were measured on a five-point Likert scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

GNS(Time 1) GNS was measured using seven-item scale
developed by Hackman and Oldham (1980). By referring to
the practice of Heckler (1996), finally, 5 items were retained
after eliminating 2 items with a factor load less than 0.5.
Some of the items used were, “I will exert my imagination
and creativity in my work,” “I will look for opportunities for
personal growth and development” The Cronbach’s alpha of
the GNS scale was 0.838.

Innovation performance(Time 2) The scale of innovation
performance was adapted from a scale with 5 items developed
by Zhou and George (2001). The employee’s innovation
performance was measured by the direct supervisor because
previous study showed that supervisor evaluation was more
reliable than the subordinate evaluation (George and Zhou,
2001). Some of the items used were, “I often put forward
some new methods and suggestions to improve the work results
or product quality, “I often adopt new methods to solve
problems in work” The Cronbachs alpha for the innovation
performance scale was 0.901.

LMX(Time 1) LMX was measured using the one-dimensional
scale proposed by Graen and Uhl-Bien (1995), including 7
items, Some of the items used were, “I think the relationship
between me and my supervisors is harmonious, “When
I encounter difficulties in work, I believe my supervisors can
help me solve the problem together” The Cronbach’s alpha
for the LMX scale was 0.891.

Supervisor perceived Status Threat (Time 1) The supervisor
perceived status threat scale was adapted from the scale used
to measure the perceived status threat of team members from
Okimoto and Wenzel (2011). There are 3 items in total. “Some
of the subordinates work practices weaken your status in the
organization,” “Some of the subordinate’s work practices make
you feel disrespected in the organization,” and “Some of the
subordinate’s work practices make you feel you are being questioned
in the organization.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.837.

Control Variable(Time 1) We controlled the four demographic
variables of age, education level, organizational tenure and
working years with supervisor. Because employees’ age and
education level were closely related to employees GNS and
innovation performance (Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Lin
et al., 2016), the organizational tenure and working years with
supervisors would affect the LMX (Zhang et al., 2012), further
affecting employees’ GNS and innovation performance.

Analytical Strategy

We first examine the distinctiveness of the research variables,
and we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using
Amos 23.0 to compare the fit of our hypothesized four-factor
model to the fit of alternative models.

Moreover, as we proposed direct effect (i.e., Hypothesis 1),
indirect effect (i.e., Hypothesis 2) and moderating effect (ie.,
Hypothesis 3 and Hypothesis 4), we employed the hierarchical
regressions to examine the proposed direct effect, indirect effect

and interactive effects. Specially, we required the following
conditions for mediation: (a) the independent variable must
be related to the mediator; (b) the mediator must be related
to the dependent variable; and (c) the independent variable
must have no effect on the dependent variable when the mediator
is held constant (full mediation), or the effect should become
significantly smaller (partial mediation) (Kenny et al, 1998).
To further assess the mediating hypothesis, we assessed the
indirect effects with the bootstrapping technique using SPSS 24.0.

Besides, we followed Aiken et al. (1991) recommendation
for plotting the interactions.

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

CFA was used to test the discriminant validity of the four
key variables: GNS, LMX, supervisor perceived status threat,
and innovation performance. All variables were analyzed directly
in the items (Netemeyer et al, 1990). Against the baseline
model of four factors, five alternative models were examined.
Table 1 presents the results of CFA. The proposed fit indices
of four-factor model (y*=526.38, df=203, NFI=0.93, TLI=0.91,
CFI=0.92, GFI1=0.94, RMSEA =0.06) is significantly better than
the three-factor model, two-factor model, and one-factor model,
The results indicate that the four-factor model was better than
any of the alternatives, indicating good discriminant validity
between each variable.

Descriptive Analysis

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics and zero-order
correlations of the variables and includes GNS, LMX, supervisor
perceived status threat, and innovation performance. As expected,
GNS are significantly positively correlated with innovation
performance (r=0.45, p< 0.01), LMX (r=0.24, p< 0.01), and
supervisor perceived status threat (r=0.19, p< 0.01). LMX are
significantly positively correlated with innovation performance
(r=0.34, p< 0.01). The correlation coefficients confirm our
hypotheses. Additionally, education level is positively related
to GNS (r=0.20, p< 0.01), and innovation performance (r=0.09,
p< 0.05), is negatively related to LMX (r=-0.09, p< 0.05).
Organizational tenure is positively related to innovation
performance (r=0.02, p < 0.05). Years of working with supervisors
was negatively related to GNS (r=-0.08, p< 0.05) and was
positively related to innovation performance (r=0.02, p < 0.05).

Hypotheses Testing
The hypotheses were tested using Mplus 7.0. The coefficient
results are shown in Table 3.

First, the direct effect of employees GNS on innovation
performance was tested. The analysis results show that GNS
has a significant positive effect on innovation performance
(M3, f=0.44, p<0.001), and Hypothesis 1 is supported.

Second, the mediating effect of LMX was tested. According
to the regression results of M1 and M4, GNS has a significant
positive effect on LMX (M1, $=0.39, p <0.001), and LMX
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TABLE 1 | Results of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).

Models Factor structures Y 2A/df NFI TLI GFI CFI RMSEA

Four-factor GNS; LMX; innovation performance; perceived status 526.38 203 0.93 0.91 0.94 0.92 0.06
threat

Three-factor 01 GNS and LMX combined 965.17 206 0.83 0.79 0.68 0.78 0.14

Three-factor 02 LMX and innovation performance combined 1134.67 206 0.68 0.70 0.62 0.76 0.16

Two-factor 01 GNS and LMX combined; innovation performance and ~ 1300.55 208 0.65 0.67 0.59 0.69 0.15
perceived status threat combined

Two-factor 02 GNS and innovation performance combined; LMX and ~ 1247.65 208 0.68 0.72 0.68 0.72 0.15
perceived status threat combined

One-factor All factors combined into one factor 1701.29 209 0.53 0.5 0.57 0.60 0.19

n=210; TLI is the Tucker-Lewis index; GFl is the goodness-of-fit index; CFl is the comparative fit index; NFl is thenormed fit index; and RMSEA is the root mean square error of

approximation.

TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Age 29 5.51

2. Education 2.78 0.79 -0.01

3. Organizational tenure 5.91 0.94 0.05%x* —0.01%*

4. Years of working with supervisors 2.66 1.24 0.09 0.03 0.06*

5. GNS 3.62 1.04 0.04 0.20%* -0.03 —0.08*

6. LMX 3.39 0.94 0.04 —0.09* -0.05 0.07 0.24%#*

7. Innovation performance 3.58 1.04 0.08 0.09* 0.02%* 0.02* 0.45%:* 0.34%:*

8. Perceived status threat 2.81 1.06 -0.03 0.06 -0.03 0.02 0.19%* —0.19%* —0.27%*

n=210. LMX, Leader-Member Exchange; GNS, Growth Need Strength. *p <0.05 and **p<0.01.

TABLE 3 | Results of the hypothesis test.

LMX Innovation performance

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6
Age -0.06 -0.05 0.05 0.08 0.07 0.07
Education 0.07 0.09 0.09% 0.10%* 0.08* 0.02%
Organizational tenure 0.05 0.20 0.05 -0.06 -0.03 0.07
Years of working with supervisors 0.09 0.09%* 0.02% 0.07 0.07 0.05
GNS 0.39%#x 0.29%* 0.44%x%x 0.36%#* 0.40%x*
LMX 0.48%#* 0.33%#*
Perceived status threat —0.22%%% —0.22%*
GNS*Perceived status threat —0.34 ke —0.25%*
R? 0.29 0.41 0.23 0.32 0.33 0.31
R? Change 0.24 0.12 0.18 0.27 0.10 0.08
F 44 5%k 21.56%k* 39.15%:#:* 40.60%** 49,1 2%k 16.68%**

n=210. LMX, Leader-Member Exchange; GNS, Growth Need Strength. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, and ***p<0.001.

has a positive effect on innovation performance (M4, $=0.48,
p<0.001). The GNS and LMX are entered into the regression
model, the LMX positively correlates with innovation performance
(M5, =0.33, p <0.001), but the positive effect of GNS on
innovation performance is reduced (M5, f=0.36, p <0.001).
The results show that the LMX plays a partial mediating role
between GNS and innovation performance (Kenny et al., 1998),
and Hypothesis 2 is supported. Hypothesis 2 was also tested
using bootstrap resampling (5,000 times), which allows us to
see the algebraic sign, the magnitude and the significance of
the hypotheses put forward (Martinez-Navalon et al., 2021).

If the confidence intervals of the results exclude 0, the mediation
effect is supported (Preacher et al, 2010). The result shows
that the mediation effect is 0.246 with a 95% confidence interval
of [LLCT=0.1713, ULCI=0.2845], not including 0. Therefore,
GNS had a positive effect on innovation performance indirectly
through LMX. Besides, after controlling the mediating variable
LMX, the independent variable GNS has a significant effect
on the dependent variable innovation performance with a 95%
confidence interval of [LLCT =0.4137, ULCI=0.5864]. Therefore,
LMX plays a partial mediating role between employees’ GNS
on their innovation performance, supporting Hypothesis 2.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

7 June 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 895266


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Tang et al.

GNS and Innovation Performance

Finally, hierarchical regression analyses to test our hypotheses
regarding the moderating effect of supervisor perceived status
threat on the relationship between GNS and LMX and the
relationship between GNS and innovation performance. To
minimize any potential problems with multicollinearity,
we centered the predictor variables before calculating the
interaction terms (Aiken et al., 1991). As shown in Table 3,
the interaction between GNS and supervisor perceived status
threat on LMX is significant (M2, #=—0.34, p <0.001), indicating
that supervisor perceived status threat has a significant
moderating effect on the relationship between GNS and
LMX. Hypothesis H3 is supported. Besides, a simple slope
test suggests that the relationship between GNS and LMX is
significantly positive when the supervisor perceived status threat
is low (see Figure 2). When the supervisor perceived status
threat is high, the relationship between GNS and LMX is
weak. As shown in Table 3, the interaction between GNS and
supervisor perceived status threat on innovation performance
was significant (M6, f=—0.25, p <0.01), indicating that supervisor
perceived status threat had a negative moderating effect on
the relationship between GNS and innovation performance.
Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported. The interaction effect of
GNS and perceived status threat on innovation performance
is shown in Figure 3. Compared with low supervisor perceived
status threat, the positive relationship between NGS and
innovation performance decreases when the supervisor perceived
status threat is high.

DISCUSSION

This study constructed a new theoretical model from the
perspective of status competition to explore the significant
positive effect of employees’ GNS on innovation performance
via LMX, and the boundary conditions of supervisor perceived
status threat. This study found that employees’ GNS significantly
affects their innovation performance. This result coincides
with other previous findings that confirm that GNS can lead
to positive working outcomes such as knowledge sharing
behavior (Li and Ma, 2014), job performance and organizational
affective commitment (Lin et al., 2016), and organizational
identification (Wang and Yang, 2015), which has increased
our knowledge about the outcomes of GNS by explicitly
validate the positive relationship between GNS and innovation
performance.

Furthermore, the results confirmed that LMX plays a mediating
role between GNS and innovation performance, that is, employees’
GNS affects their innovation performance by influencing
LMX. This is consistent with leader-member dependency
hypothesis and leader-member cooperative perspective (Huang
and Iun, 2006; Liu et al., 2018; Li and Huang, 2021). Although
research has explored the mediating role of personal emotions
and attitudes in the relationship between GNS and employee
outcomes, little research has specifically examined how GNS
affects innovation performance from the leader-member
cooperative perspective. For example, Lin et al. (2016) showed
hope mediates the effect of growth need strength on job
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performance and affective commitment based on hope theory.
Li and Huang (2021) stated implicitly that LMX may play a
mediating role in predicting the relationship between personality
trait and innovation performance. Thus, consistent with past
research, we have found that GNS causes reciprocity and
cooperation between supervisors and subordinates, leading to
high-quality LMX and resulting in innovation performance.
We thus contribute to GNS literature by providing evidence
that facilitates the understanding of the relationship between
GNS and positive employee outcomes through LMX.
Different from previous studies, our research has proposed
and found that supervisor perceived status threat played a
consistent negative moderating role on the relationship between
employees GNS and innovation performance and between
employeess GNS and LMX. From the perspective of status
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competition, this paper explained how leaders’ psychological
state and behavior choice affect the relationship between GNS
and its positive results. This contributes to GNS literature by
enhancing our understanding of the boundary conditions of
GNS on employees positive outcomes. Existing researches have
mainly focused on supportive or cooperative perspective to
emphasize that the leadership style (Gu et al, 2015), LMX
(Pan et al., 2012) promoted employees’ innovative behavior or
innovation performance. There is no denying that these studies
do make a significant contribution in exploring how leadership
characteristics or behavior affect innovation performance.
However, the existing studies cannot explain some special
phenomena in reality, for example, why do the supervisors
weakly support their subordinates with high GNS who can
obviously help them achieve goals? What is the deep mechanism
of action? In the present study, we argued that status competition
between supervisors and subordinates can answer these questions,
our research has proposed and found that that supervisor
perceived status threat buffers the positive effect of GNS on
LMX and innovation performance. On the one hand, according
to status characteristics theory and SDT, supervisors who
perceived status threat may destroy the LMX relationship with
employees with high GNS through counterproductive political
operations. On the other hand, in order to maintain the existing
status or to reduce the status threat, those supervisors who
perceived status threat from the employees with high GNS
will take undermining behavior such as hiding the information
that needed by employees with high GNS or reduce the support
or help to them, finally reduce their innovation performance
(Dufty et al, 2002; Chen et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2021). Thus,
our research enhances the current knowledge about how leaders’
psychological state and behavior responses affect the relationship
between GNS and innovation performance.

CONCLUSION

The findings of our study reveal that employees’ GNS is positively
related to their innovation performance. In addition, LMX
plays a significant mediation role in transmitting the effect of
GNS to innovation performance. Finally, we found that supervisor
perceived status threat moderated the relationship between
GNS and LMX, such that this relationship got weaker for
supervisors with higher perceived status threat. Furthermore,
supervisor perceived status threat moderated the relationship
between GNS and innovation performance, as such, it became
weaker for supervisors with higher perceived status threat. By
examining the joint effect of GNS and supervisor perceived
status threat on GNS and innovation performance, we have
enhanced the understanding of how leaders’ psychological state
and behavior choice affect the relationship between GNS and
its positive results. Therefore, we recommend that organizations
and supervisors identify employees” growth need strength and
help them develop LMX by adopting appropriate leadership
styles and reducing supervisor perceived status threat. As a
result, employees will generate more innovation performance
to the organization and become better performers.

Theoretical Contributions

First, our study explored the significant positive effect of
employees GNS on their innovation performance from the
perspective of employees’ needs level and expanded the research
on the antecedent variables of innovation performance.

Second, our paper identified LMX as an interpersonal
relationship mechanism effectively mediating the relationship
between GNS and innovation performance. The employees’
GNS can significantly promote their exchange relationship with
leaders, while LMX promotes employees’ innovation performance.
Although scholar stated that LMX may play a mediating role
in the relationship between personality trait and innovation
performance from leader-member cooperative perspective (e.g.,
Li and Huang, 2021), there is still a lack of relevant empirical
support for this view. Our study provides early empirical
evidence to echo calls for examining the mediating role of
LMX. Thus, our study clarifies the influence mechanism of
GNS on innovation performance.

Finally, we incorporate SCT and SDT, into organizational
management research and propose supervisor perceived status
threat play a consistent negative moderating role on the
relationship between employees GNS and innovation
performance and between employees GNS and LMX. Our
study, from the perspective of status competition, clarifies that
supervisor perceived status threat was an important boundary
condition between GNS and innovation performance, answers
the question that why supervisors sometimes expresses very
weak support toward subordinates with high GNS. Our study
goes one step further and takes a new theoretical research
perspective of the roles of growth need strength in employees’
positive outcomes.

Managerial Implications

This study helps to understand GNS from the perspective of
status competition deeply and puts forward a new perspective
on how management practices can improve employees
innovation performance.

First, our study emphasizes that employees with high initiative
(e.g., growth need strength) are the key resources for personal
innovation and organizational success. Therefore, the cornerstones
of human resource activities are to getting, keeping, and growing
such employees for organizations. Further, we suggest that
human resource management practices should prioritize finding
each employee’s GNS and focus on enhancing and developing
employees’ capabilities, wellness, and prosperity. To assess an
employee’s level of growth need strength, organizations could
use a survey questionnaire developed by organizational studies
(e.g., Hackman and Oldham, 1980) or a clinical classification
developed by positive psychology research. More importantly,
we suggest that human resource managers and supervisors
should communicate with individual employees and observe
their behavior and attitude to identify the employees with high
internal expectations and desires for accomplishment, learning,
and personal development within their jobs, and then, to
provide them with support and resources to improve their
innovation performance.
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Second, our finding suggests that employees fulfill their
growth need and achieve innovation performance via
LMX. Organizations should help employees develop high-LMX
by adopting appropriate leadership styles and considering each
employee’s personality characteristics. On the one hand,
we suggest employees should actively seek feedback and guidance
from leaders. When the organization encounters difficulties
or challenges, employees should show initiative in solving
problems independently and unconventionally, or communicate
with the leader and make suggestions when necessary. On
the other hand, supervisor should pay more attention to the
requirements and expectations of their employees, and also
be sensitive to employees’ emotional states and innovative
needs, if they find that an employee with high GNS is suffering
from innovation risk and uncertainty, an additional management
action, such as timely communication and work lightening,
may help to reinforce subordinates’ sense of belonging, self-
affirmation and psychological security, thus strengthening their
courage to face innovation risks. Thus, a LMX with high-
quality will be establish to improve employees innovation
performance.

Third, our finding regarding a negative moderating effect of
supervisor perceived status threat shows that the status competition
have significant influences on the impact of GNS. The findings
of this study sounded an alarm for managers. Although employees’
GNS can bring high innovation performance, those employees
who have high GNS but lack accurate judgment over the
supervisor perceived status threat will not be loved and supported
by their leaders. Therefore, the organization should design a
scientific and reasonable incentive mechanism to reduce the
psychological defense and negative behavior of leaders. Besides,
the organization should attach importance to the selection and
training of grassroots leaders and implement the recruitment
standards of “integrity and ability” for leading cadres.

Limitations and Future Research
Directions

Despite its contributions, this study does have its share of
limitations. First, the supervisor completes the evaluation of
employees’ innovation performance with some intentional or
unintentional subjective deviations. In the future, objective
indicators such as the number of patents, innovation awards,
and the number of innovative proposals adopted can
be considered for measurement. Second, from the perspective
of status competition, this study verifies that the supervisor
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