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Introduction: Employee cooperative behavior is crucial for enterprises navigating uncertainty in the rapidly evolving digital era. Drawing on social information processing theory, this study examines the impact of team reflexivity on employee cooperative behavior, with a focus on the mediating role of organizational trust and the moderating role of employee involvement climate.

Methods: A cross-level moderated mediation model was developed and tested using survey data from 412 employees across 84 project teams in China. Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) was employed to analyze the proposed relationships.

Results: The findings reveal that: (1) Team reflexivity significantly enhances employee cooperative behavior. (2) Organizational trust mediates the relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior. (3) Employee involvement climate moderates the indirect effect, such that the mediation effect of organizational trust is stronger in teams with a higher level of employee involvement.

Discussion: These results contribute to the understanding of how team reflexivity fosters cooperation among employees, highlighting the critical role of trust and the influence of organizational climate. The study provides theoretical and practical implications for fostering teamwork and trust in dynamic work environments.
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Introduction

With the advent of the digital era, enterprises are facing greater uncertainty due to the constantly rapid development of technology and the need to work more in the form of teams among employees (Teece et al., 1997; Maynard et al., 2018) and be more cooperative against threats from the external environment. However, the differences among team members tend to weaken employees’ trust and sense of belonging in the workplace (Chang et al., 2022), which is not conducive to cooperation among employees (Kramer et al., 1996), such as reducing the efficiency of the cooperation process. Additionally, for China, an emerging economy, the values and behaviors of employees in the organization vary significantly among generations (Ng et al., 2010; Huang et al., 2018), due to the rapid economic development, especially after the reform and opening up beginning in the 1980s. The new generation of employees in the post-1980s (Zhu et al., 2015; Ren et al., 2018), compared with the traditional and conservative employees before the reform and opening up, were more eager to realize their personal values, to be respected (Hou et al., 2018), and to pursue autonomy (Chen and Zhou, 2018) in their work while they are also more emotional, self-centered, lack self-control, and have a relatively insufficient sense of teamwork (Hou et al., 2014; Fang et al., 2019), which is not conducive to cooperative behaviors. Among these employees, those born in the post-1990s are becoming the majority of the Chinese workforce and demonstrate more individualism and self-centered characteristics, and have weaker team spirit and willingness to cooperate (Gursoy et al., 2008; Cameron et al., 2013; Kim et al., 2018). In addition, the empirical evidence shows that the impact of the one-child policy further poses a greater threat to teamwork in the workplace (Goh and Lee, 2018). At this point, teams in Chinese enterprises need not only to contend with external risks but also enhance internal employees’ willingness to cooperate, which can be achieved through effective team interaction (Byrne, 1993; Adler and Gundersen, 2001), so that it provides a possible approach to facilitate better integration and increased collaboration among the new generation of employees born in the 1990s. Therefore, how to adjust the management processes and measures to improve employee cooperative behavior has become a common concern of both academics and practitioners.

Existing literature shows that scholars have carried out a lot of research on the aspects of individual factors (such as individual characteristics, motivation, and expectation) and contextual factors (such as team culture, team climate, leadership, and team diversity) about employee cooperative behavior (Barrick and Mount, 1991; Chatman and Barsade, 1995; Gilbert et al., 2012; Lin et al., 2013; Liang et al., 2015; Anvuur and Kumaraswamy, 2016; Mulyani et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2022). However, in the organizational context, in addition to variables such as team culture and leadership, internal team interaction may also exert a systematic environmental impact on employee cooperative behavior (Salas et al., 2015). Internal team interaction is an important team process for teams and organizations to achieve their goals. It advocates creating effective communication and exchange among employees within the team to promote their ability and willingness to cooperate, to exert a systematic environmental impact on employee cooperative behavior (Ayoko, 2016; van Gerwen et al., 2018b). Some scholars have found that the implementation of internal team training can promote the formation of common norms among employees and increase their skills to help others, thus improving employee cooperative behavior (van Gerwen et al., 2018b). It is found that scholars pay more attention to how team training affects employee cooperative behavior aimed at improving organizational performance and the impact mechanism between the team training and employee cooperative behavior (Lambooij et al., 2007; van Gerwen et al., 2018b,a; Arumsari et al., 2023). Different from team training focusing on inculcating information and sense of teamwork into employees’ minds and making employees training receivers (Amirtharaj et al., 2011; van Gerwen et al., 2018b), team reflexivity pays more attention to the involvement of employees (Wang et al., 2021), which allows information to be actively captured by employees and common norms to be effectively established by incorporating employees into the cyclic process of reflection, planning, and action/adaptation (West, 1996; Konradt et al., 2016). Besides, the self-centered tendency of the new generation employees often weakens cooperative behavior which has an altruistic nature (Hou et al., 2014; Fang et al., 2019; Fu et al., 2019). Therefore, this study infers that team reflexivity will also have an impact on employee (especially new generation employees) cooperative behavior because it can counter the weakening effect by forming accurately shared understandings of tasks, goals, roles, and other aspects in the team via jointly discussing new problems and solutions in the team and implement them into action (West et al., 1997; Edmondson, 2002); and by clarifying collective goals and interests, improving the acceptance of collective interests and values through the combination of self-interests and collective interests, thus correspondingly strengthening the cooperation in a targeted way (Swift and West, 1998; Mohammed et al., 2010). Unfortunately, the mechanism between these two aspects remains unclear. Based on the above, this study focuses on the possible impact of team reflexivity on new generation employee cooperative behavior, as well as the mechanism and boundary conditions in between.

Previous research on the relationship between team interaction and cooperative behavior is mostly based on the social exchange theory (Lambooij et al., 2007; Blau, 2017; van Gerwen et al., 2018b). In order to further identify how team reflexivity affects employee cooperative behavior, this paper studies the internal mechanism of such impact based on social information processing theory. Social information processing theory claims that the social environment in which individuals are embedded provides a variety of information that affects their attitudes and behaviors, and the individual’s interpretation of this information determines subsequent attitudes and behaviors (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). When the organization provides employees via team reflexivity with work-related social information the team is reducing team action errors through a collective reflection of tasks, goals, rules and values, planning, and action/adaptation within the team (Konradt et al., 2016), and achieving control over the overall action, employees would interpret this information and establish a positive perception of organization’s ability and integrity, based on which employee organizational trust is generated accordingly (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978; Mayer et al., 1995; Rawlins, 2008). Once employees have established trust in the organization, they believe that the organization will honor its commitments, treat them fairly, and have fewer concerns about the risk of being harmed, which would promote the intention to cooperate (Balliet and Van Lange, 2013). According to the above inference, the impact of team reflexivity on employee cooperative behavior is likely to be realized through the establishment of employee organizational trust. Therefore, this study selects organizational trust as the mediating variable of team reflexivity affecting employee cooperative behavior, which is believed to play an important mediating role in the relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior.

Furthermore, this study also attempts to further explore the boundary conditions where team reflexivity affects employee cooperative behavior through organizational trust. First, in the process of exerting its effectiveness, team reflexivity may be affected by other organizational environmental factors coexisting with team reflexivity in the organization, such as team context, which may affect the degree of change to individual behavior and attitude brought by team reflexivity (Schippers et al., 2015), while team climate is an important form of team context due to its impacts on employees attitudes and behaviors (Ostroff and Bowen, 2000; Bowen and Ostroff, 2004; Anvuur and Kumaraswamy, 2016). Second, the influence of team reflexivity on organizational trust primarily depends on employees’ processing of social information, however, according to social information processing theory, individuals are more attentive to social information that is relevant to themselves (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Therefore, this relationship is likely moderated by a variable that affects information relevance. By fostering employees’ participation and decision-making power within the work environment (Riordan et al., 2005), employee involvement climate is very likely crucial for connecting employees with their teams thus enhancing the relevance of team-based social information to individuals, which may ultimately influence their capacity to capture information during team reflexivity processes. In summary, we propose employee involvement climate may serve as a significant moderating role in the relationship between team reflexivity and trust. Different from the climates such as teamwork climate (Anvuur and Kumaraswamy, 2016), employee involvement climate emphasizes the attribute of promoting employee self-development by providing employees with decision-making power, encouraging information sharing within the entire organization, training, and rewarding employees based on their job performances (Riordan et al., 2005). It should be noted that teams with a high employee involvement climate help employees increase their self-efficacy, autonomy, and proactivity at work and team processes, thus improving their attention to valuable social information (i.e., strengthening the preference for positive information related to self-development derived from team reflexivity), expand the ability and integrity based social information they can capture from team reflexivity, and improve their organizational trust. In this process, it may influence employees’ perception of the effectiveness and value of team reflexivity. Hence, this study suggests that team reflexivity may positively moderate the relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior through organizational trust.

Given all of the above, this research set up a cross-level moderated mediation model to reveal the mechanism of team reflexivity’s influence on employee cooperation behavior and the mediation role of organizational trust in between and look into employee involvement as the boundary condition of the path where team reflexivity indirectly affect employees’ cooperative behavior through organizational trust. The findings may expand our understanding of team reflexivity by explaining organizational trust’s role in team processes, with implications for future research on factors that influence employee cooperative behavior, and provide new ideas and practical guidance for organizations to encourage employees’ cooperative behavior.



Theory and hypothesis


Team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior

Team reflexivity is the degree to which team members openly reflect on team goals, strategies (such as decision-making) and procedures (such as communication) to adapt them to current or expected environmental changes (West, 1996). Team reflexivity is a unique mode of team process and team interaction to promote employee cooperation through the generation of shared mental models through its interactive elements of reflection, planning and action (West, 1996; Marks et al., 2001). First, reflexivity enables team members to exchange their own experience, information and knowledge about the task and goal which helps to form the collective cognitive emergent states (Marks et al., 2001), contributing to the coordination and cooperation (Mohammed et al., 2010). Second, at the action/adaptation phase of reflexivity, the adjustment necessitates the backup behaviors among team members, which signals instrumental and emotional support (Smith-Jentsch et al., 2008), conducive to the generation of cooperative behaviors (Mohammed et al., 2010). Both collective mental states and perceived support the team reflexivity provides would increase the employees’ identification and commitment to the team and improve their cooperation behaviors (Eddy et al., 2013).

In the process of team reflection, team members exchange the knowledge they possess with each other and adjust different perspectives (Swift and West, 1998), in which the sincerity of others’ intention to achieve the team’s goals can be perceived, which can lead individuals to develop an attitude of goodwill preconceptions and trust toward others, thus promoting cooperative behavior toward other employees. On the other hand, through social interaction, individuals can have a deeper understanding of others’ personalities, abilities and other factors, thus forming expectations of others to take cooperative behavior, based on which individuals decide to cooperate or not, since they seek to establish reciprocal relationships (Balliet and Van Lange, 2013; Romano and Balliet, 2017), rather than engage in one-sided exchanges. The process of team reflection, in which members develop shared perceptions about the actual task, generates shared task knowledge related to strategies and goals (Van den Bossche et al., 2011) and can promote commitment to the organization (Schippers et al., 2003), which in turn can increase subjective expectations that others will act cooperatively. In addition, the interactive process of team reflection increases employees’ commitment to team interaction and to some extent indicates their attitudes and willingness to cooperate. Thus, employees will choose to cooperate because of the expectation that their colleagues will adopt cooperative behavior. Based on the above information, we propose the following hypothesis:


H1: Team reflexivity is positively related to employee cooperative behavior.
 



The mediating role of organizational trust

Organizational trust is employees’ willingness to be vulnerable to the organization based on the confidence in the organization’s ability, integrity, and benevolence through social interactions, as well as on the perception of safety and reliability derived from that confidence (Nyhan and Marlowe Jr, 1997; Dirks and Ferrin, 2002). During the process of team reflexivity, employees engage in extensive social interactions, generating abundant social information, which is a core element of social information processing theory. According to this theory, the interpretation of such social information can influence employees’ subsequent attitudes and behaviors (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Moreover, as we have noted, trust is cultivated through social interactions. Thus, we argue that social information processing theory likely elucidates the theoretical mechanism by which team reflexivity fosters organizational trust. Namely, employees can capture organization-related social information during their participation in social interactions within team reflexivity, and their processing and interpretation of this information subsequently enhance their organizational trust. Specifically, the cyclic phases of reflection, planning, and action/adaptation of team reflexivity can continuously reduce the team’s action errors, keep the overall actions under control (Konradt et al., 2016), to achieve team goals and improve performance (Vashdi et al., 2007; Tannenbaum and Cerasoli, 2013). Therefore, individuals can have a positive appraisal of the working ability based on reflection, error correction, and execution of colleagues participating in each phase of team reflexivity, and further process and assimilate such appraisal and the information provided by colleagues into the judgment about their overall working environment, to generate organizational trust based on the ability of organization and leaders (Mayer et al., 1995; Dirks and Ferrin, 2002), for example, they hold a belief that the organization and leaders have the ability to lead them on the right development path, achieve greater goals and create better performance. Specifically, at the levels of shallow and moderate reflection which are more focused on the task and work process (Swift and West, 1998), employees tend to generate ability-based organizational trust. Additionally, at the deep level of reflection, team members would openly discuss the team’s norms and values (Swift and West, 1998). This process can help employees obtain relevant information about not only the content of team norms and values but also the team’s reflection and action adjustment on norms and values, which conveys the message that the team attaches importance to norms and values and operates based on them. This provides the basis for employee’s appraisal of the integrity of the organization and helps employees to form integrity-based trust in the organization. Therefore, we can infer that when employees participate in the process of team reflexivity and receive the team’s work-related social information about tasks, goals, strategies, norms and values, etc., the level of organizational trust will increase.

Organizational trust also has an important impact on employee cooperative behavior. According to information processing theory, individuals make decisions based on their understanding and interpretation of processed information (Simon, 1978), when employees trust in the organization, they will assume that the organization will treat them honestly and fairly and has their best interests at heart (Mayer et al., 1995), which reduces employees’ concern on the possible negative consequences of cooperative behavior. As a result, they are more willing to act cooperatively because they trust the organization to protect their interests. In addition, trust facilitates information sharing (Özer et al., 2011), employees are less worried that sharing critical information about projects, problems, or opportunities would be misused or used against them. Instead, they are more willing to share that information because they trust that the organization and their colleagues will use it wisely to advance cooperation and common goals, and then are more actively engaged in cooperative behavior. Therefore, this study proposes that organizational trust might take effect as a mediator on the relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperation behavior, so we hypothesize:


H2: Organizational trust mediates the relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior.
 



The moderating role of employee involvement climate

Employee involvement climate refers to a climate of involvement in terms of employee perceptions of participative decision-making, information sharing, performance-based rewards, and training in a work environment that all employees can recognize (Riordan et al., 2005). Research has demonstrated that the employee involvement climate helps to facilitate employees with enough authority, more autonomy, skills for mutual helping, and common norms to shape the individual positive psychological environment for cooperative behavior and to create a positive cooperative climate (van Gerwen et al., 2018b; Chiang and Chen, 2021). Therefore, this study considers employee involvement climate as a contextual factor affecting the previously hypothesized relationship between team reflexivity, employee cooperative behavior, and organizational trust. This study proposes that the relationship between team reflexivity and employees’ organizational trust is significantly enhanced under a high level of employee involvement. As mentioned in H2 above, team reflexivity can convey information about organizational ability and integrity through the paths of reducing errors, improving performance, and reflecting on values, so as to promote employees’ sense of organizational trust. The autonomy given to employees by a high involvement climate represents the trust of management in employees, based on the principle of reciprocity, a high involvement climate will also enhance employees’ trust in the organization. However, a low employee involvement climate means that employees’ work autonomy, self-efficacy and sense of control are all at a relatively low-level (Parker et al., 1994; Riordan et al., 2005), employees cannot perceive the importance of their work easily, their sense of involvement and enthusiasm are weakened, and their level of exchange with the organization, leaders and members is correspondingly lower. On one hand, employees’ attention to the information provided by team reflexivity will be weakened, based on the social information processing theory, the process of information processing about organizational error correction, execution ability, and persistent principles is weakened, accordingly, employees’ trust in colleagues, leaders and organizations based on ability and integrity will also be weakened; On the other hand, when EI climate is low, employees may have a sense of alienation outside the core of the organization and generate the “outsider” identity (Stamper and Masterson, 2002), even though team reflexivity strives to include every member in the team’s reflection and discussion (Wang et al., 2021), team reflexivity may be more regarded as a routine process by the employees without the genuine engagement. Therefore, a low employee involvement climate hedges and weakens the positive effects of team reflexivity on trust and belonging in the organization. Instead, an employee involvement climate with the feature of information sharing would provide employees with more social information related to the ability and integrity of the team to generate the ability and integrity-based trust. Additionally, an employee involvement climate also enables employees to have a stronger sense of autonomy and involvement in work, the team reflexivity would maximize the acceptance of information collected and processed by the employees to increase their trust in teams and organization. Therefore, the promotion effect of team reflexivity on organizational trust is strengthened by a high employee involvement climate. Given the analysis, we propose the following hypothesis:


H3: Employee involvement climate moderates the relationship between team reflexivity and organizational trust such that this relationship is stronger when employee involvement climate is high than when it is low.
 



Moderated mediation hypothesis

Based on a combination of H2 and H3, this study further proposes a moderated mediation model. When employees are in a low involvement climate, they will feel less autonomy and enthusiasm in work, and feel difficult and unwilling to deeply participate in the team reflexivity process to communicate and interact with others (i.e., poor perception and reception of social information about the ability and integrity of the organization), thus they are less likely to generate their organizational trust. Employees who have a low level of organizational trust, lack the belief that the organization will treat them fairly and protect their rights and interests, instead, they are more likely to be concerned that their rights and interests will be harmed and that the critical information they share about their work might be misused or hostilely used, becoming less likely to cooperate. When employees are in a high-involvement climate, they will be more eager to achieve self-development through work and expect effective information feedback. In this way, they will perform a stronger ability of information capturing (i.e., capturing more ability-and-integrity-based information) in the process of team reflexivity. At the same time, they are more likely to feel respected and trusted through the power of work autonomy granted by the organization. With such psychological safety, they are more willing to share information and cooperate. Therefore, employee involvement climate moderates the indirect effects of team reflexivity on employees’ cooperative behavior through organizational trust. We thus propose:


H4: Employee involvement climate moderates the indirect effect of team reflexivity on employee cooperative behavior through the mediating effect of organizational trust such that when the level of employee involvement climate is high, the indirect effect is stronger than when it is low.
 

Based on the above theories and hypotheses, the conceptual model of this study is shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptual model of this research.





Research methods


Sample and data collection

In this study, we collected data from 84 project teams in different companies in Shandong province and Beijing in China. A questionnaire was administered to 504 employees from these 84 teams through the snowball sampling method, which the employees completed on an online platform covering team reflexivity, employee involvement, organizational trust, employee cooperative behavior, and demographic characteristics were administered to 504 employees from the 84 teams by the snowball sampling method. All respondents completed the questionnaire voluntarily and were assured that their responses would be kept confidential. After eliminating questionnaires with overly consistent answers and questionnaires with apparently contradictory reverse question tests, a total of 412 valid questionnaires were returned, 412 valid questionnaires were returned with a return rate of 81.7%. In the sample, the average team size is five members, 49.4% were male, 49.9% were aged 24–28, 50.1% were aged 29–33, and 72.1% had a bachelor’s degree or above. In terms of occupation, the participants mainly work in institutions/state enterprises and other types of enterprises (such as private enterprises and foreign enterprises), accounting for 27.1 and 52.1% respectively, while 16.7% are self-employed and 4.1% are others. In terms of tenure, 16.2% of the respondents have worked for 2 years or less, 64.87% have worked for 3–9 years, and 18.9% have worked for more than 10 years. Most of the respondents were junior employees of the company, accounting for 58.4%, followed by junior managers accounting for 36.3%, and middle and senior managers, accounting for a relatively small proportion of 5.3%. In terms of the type of department, the participants were mainly in the business and technical categories, accounting for 37.1 and 32.7% respectively, while the management category accounted for 18.4% and the others accounted for 11.9%.

Since the data in this study are all from employees’ self-rating, there may be common method variance. Therefore, this study uses Harman’s one-factor test for the common method variance test, and the variance explained by the first factor before rotation is 29.01%, so it can be concluded that there is no common method variance in the sample data.



Measurements


Team reflexivity

Carter and West (1998) originally developed a 16-item team reflexivity scale, encompassing two dimensions: task reflexivity and social reflexivity. However, the adequacy of social reflexivity in reflecting team reflexivity remains debated. Many scholars typically focus solely on the task reflexivity dimension in empirical studies, suggesting that social reflexivity is not yet a stable and measurable construct. Accordingly, we adopted the 5-item scale adapted by De Jong and Elfring (2010) from the Carter and West scale (Carter and West, 1998), following the precedent set in existing literature (Yang et al., 2020; Ye et al., 2021). This adapted scale has demonstrated excellent reliability and validity in prior studies (Leblanc et al., 2022; Santos and Neumeyer, 2022), and effectively captures the construct of team reflexivity. Items were measured on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 5 = “Strongly agree,” Sample items include: “The team often reviews its objectives,” “We regularly discuss whether the team is working effectively together,” and the Cronbach’s alpha is 0.89. As team reflexivity is a team-level construct, according to Chan’s typology of composition models, we adopted the additive composition approach, which involved averaging across individual team members’ team reflexivity perceptions, regardless of within-team variability in those perceptions (Chan, 1998). To test the validation of data aggregation, we calculated the ICC (intra-group correlation coefficient) and RWG (within-group interrater reliability) values: ICC (1) = 0.62, ICC (2) = 0.89, RWG = 0.87, which support the aggregation of individual scores used for team-level analysis (James et al., 1984; LeBreton and Senter, 2008).



Organizational trust

Organizational trust was assessed with four items based on Rawlins (2008). The scale consists of four parts: overall trust, the organization shows competence, the organization shows integrity, and the organization shows goodwill. All four items were measured on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 5 = “Strongly agree.” The questions included “I trust the organization to take care of people like me” and “This organization has the ability to accomplish what it says it will do. “Cronbach’s alpha value of the scale was 0.86, which confirmed the internal reliability of the measures used (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994).



Employee involvement climate

For the measurement of employee involvement climate, the 18-item scale of Riordan et al. was selected, which includes four dimensions: power sharing, information sharing, rewards and recognition system, knowledge development, and training (Riordan et al., 2005). The questions included “I have sufficient authority to fulfill my job responsibilities,” “I receive sufficient training to do my job,” and so on. All were measured on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 5 = “Strongly agree.” The Cronbach’s alpha value for the scale was 0.93, and the validation of data aggregation results were: ICC (1) = 0.68, ICC (2) = 0.91, and RWG = 0.91. all measured on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 5 = “Strongly agree.” These results showed the appropriateness of data aggregation.



Employee cooperative behavior

Simmons et al. developed the cooperation and competition strategy scale (Simmons et al., 1988), which consists of two subscales: competition and cooperation. Eleven items were used to measure competitive behavior and eight items were used to measure cooperative behavior. This study adopted the items that measured cooperative behavior, including “Individual success can be achieved while working with others,” “I enjoy working with others to achieve joint success” and so on, all measured on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 5 = “Strongly agree.” The Cronbach’s alpha value for the scale was 0.92.



Control variables

We also controlled for individuals’ age, gender, education level, and tenure. Because previous research suggested that these individual variables might be correlated (Ayoko, 2016; Fu et al., 2019). In addition, because team size is an important structural variable and has potential impacts on team members’ cooperative willingness (Hamburger et al., 1975; Hoegl, 2005), our study considered team size as a control variable.





Results


Confirmatory factor analysis

We conducted a series of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to compare our hypothesized four-factor model (team reflexivity, organizational trust, employee involvement, and employee cooperative behavior) to a series of alternative models, as it allows us to verify that the hypothesized relationships provide the best fit for the data. Table 1 presents the CFA results. The results indicated that the four-factor model fitted the data well (χ2 = 116.50, df = 372, χ2/df = 0.31, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.04). The χ2/df ratio of 0.31, which falls well below the commonly accepted threshold of 3.0 (Kline, 2015). The model performed better than alternative models—including a three-factor model in which organizational trust and employee cooperative behavior were loaded onto one factor; a two-factor model in which team reflexivity, organizational trust, and employee cooperative behavior were loaded onto one factor; and a one-factor model in which all items were loaded onto one factor.



TABLE 1 Results of confirmatory factor analysis.
[image: Table1]



Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table 2 presents the results of the correlation analysis. As shown in the table team reflexivity was positively related to both organizational trust (r = 0.35, p < 0.001) and employee cooperative behavior (r = 0.24, p < 0.001), and organizational trust was positively related to employee cooperative behavior (r = 0.49, p < 0.001). These results provide initial support for some of our hypotheses.



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations.
[image: Table2]



Hypotheses testing

Figure 2 shows the path coefficients between the variables in this study. We tested all the hypothesized relationships simultaneously using Stata 16. Table 3 summarizes the results. H1 predicted that team reflexivity is positively related to employee cooperative behavior. Findings provide empirical evidence that shows the significant effect of team reflexivity on employee cooperative behavior (r = 0.41, p < 0.001). Thus, H1 is supported. H2 predicted that organizational trust mediates the relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior. To examine this mediation effect, we followed the multilevel mediational model proposed by Krull and MacKinnon (2001). The result shows that team reflexivity was significantly associated with organizational trust (r = 0.47, p < 0.001), and the mediator was significantly related to employee cooperative behavior (B = 0.30, p < 0.001) when the predictor variable team reflexivity was in the model (r = 0.44, p < 0.001, Model 3). This result suggests that organizational trust partially mediated the relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior. Bootstrapping of the sampling distribution was also conducted regarding the indirect effect. The results showed that the 95% confidence interval of the indirect effect was between 0.17 and 0.49. Thus, H2 was supported.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Multilevel SEM model path analysis. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.




TABLE 3 Results of hypotheses testing.
[image: Table3]

H3 predicted that employee involvement moderates the relationship between team reflexivity and organizational trust. As shown in Table 3, the interaction of team reflexivity and Employee Involvement was significant when the dependent variable is organizational trust (γ = 0.25, p < 0.001). Employee Involvement is a moderator between team reflexivity and organizational trust. Thus, H3 is supported.

As shown in Figure 3, the simple slope test results show that when employees have a higher level of Involvement, team reflexivity has a stronger effect on employee cooperative behavior. When employee involvement is low, team reflexivity has a relatively weak effect on employee cooperative behavior. Based on this, hypothesis 3 is verified again.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Simple slope for the interaction effect of team reflexivity and employee involvement on organizational trust.


Furthermore, this study used the method proposed by Preacher et al. to test the moderated mediation effect (Preacher et al., 2007). As shown in Table 4, the bootstrapping results showed that the mediating effect of organizational trust on employee cooperative behavior was 0.46, 95% CI = [0.24, 0.67]. When the level of employee involvement is high, the indirect effect is 0.52, 95% CI = [0.27, 0.77] When the level of employee involvement level is low, the indirect effect is 0.39, 95% CI = [0.21, 0.57]. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was supported.



TABLE 4 Moderated mediation effect analysis result.
[image: Table4]




Discussion


Result discussion

The cooperative behavior of employees is one of the key elements for organizations to reduce risks, cope with challenges and increase competitive advantages in an uncertain and competitive environment. Although a lot of literature has helped us understand the sources of cooperative behavior from various levels, there is still a lack of understanding of the mechanism affecting employee cooperative behavior from the perspective of team process and organizational climate. This study aims to explore the relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior, along with the mediating effect of employees’ organizational trust, and the moderating effect of the involvement climate perceived by employees. Based on social information processing theory, this study establishes a cross-level moderated mediation model and obtains three key results through data analysis.

First, our results show that team reflexivity, as a contextual factor at the team level, has a significantly positive impact on employee cooperative behavior at the individual level. The reflection phase of team reflexivity helps to promote the interaction process such as the exchange of experience and knowledge among employees so that employees are able to obtain an accurate and shared understanding of the current work, goals, and even team values, and further promote employees’ cooperative behavior at the individual level, which is consistent with the previous literature (Mohammed et al., 2010; Konradt et al., 2015; Konradt et al., 2016). The planning phase of team reflexivity helps team members co-design their work, thereby reducing overall team demands, enhancing effectiveness, and promoting team collaboration at the task level, which is also in line with the scholars’ research (Schippers et al., 2003; Ellis et al., 2010). The action/adaptation process provides members with backup behavior, as well as the management of member conflicts that may occur at any point in time, especially for the new generation of employees who are emotional (Hou et al., 2014), which helps the team convey their instrumental and emotional support to members, and establish a supportive and cohesive climate that stimulates cooperative behavior (Marks et al., 2001; Smith-Jentsch et al., 2008).

Secondly, the results also show that the level of employees’ organizational trust mediates the relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior. This shows that team reflexivity can further promote employee cooperative behavior by promoting organizational trust, team reflexivity has a positive impact on organizational trust, which in turn has a positive effect on employee cooperative behavior. Team reflexivity reduces the gap between the actual task completion and the task goal through the process of task reflexivity, and navigates the team and members on the correct track as much as possible, such correctness helps to meet the needs of the new generation of employees to pursue their personal value (Hou et al., 2018), stimulates their perception of the safety and reliability of the environment, and promotes the generation of organizational trust. This echoes the definition of organizational trust by Dirks and Ferrin (2002). Simultaneously, team reflexivity reflects the organization’s ability, such as the ability to reflect on the complete team process, correct errors, execute the plans, and improve the team performance; When reflecting on the team rules and values, team reflexivity conveys the message that the organization is making effort to ensure that its actions are consistently based on its norms and values, which shows the integrity of the organization. Thus, team reflexivity promotes the information captured by employees about the ability and integrity of the organization, contributing to the generation of organizational trust. Our results are in line with existing research (Ferrin et al., 2008; Balliet and Van Lange, 2013; Peñarroja et al., 2013), once employees raise their trust in the organization, they perform a high level of cooperation. On this basis, organizational trust plays a mediating role, closely linking the relationship between team process and individual behavior.

Finally, employee involvement climate has a significant moderating effect on the relationship between team reflexivity and organizational trust and further promotes the indirect relationship between team reflexivity and cooperation. This means that when employees are in an organization with a high involvement climate, they can better feel the importance of their own work, their sense of involvement and enthusiasm will be correspondingly higher, and the will of self-development and self-realization will be stimulated (Mohrman and Lawler, 1989), which is exactly what the new generation of employees are striving for (Chen and Zhou, 2018; Hou et al., 2018). Therefore, the new generation employees will have more expectations to obtain information conducive to self-development through the process of team reflexivity, so that they are more proactive to immerse themselves in the process of team reflexivity, perceive a stronger sense of value and emotional support, generate a stronger sense of organizational trust (Dirks and Ferrin, 2002; Chen and Zhou, 2018), and improve their willingness to participate in information sharing and cooperation in such a psychologically safe environment. This finding confirms the expectations of the new generation employees for feedback and self-development, thus it responds to the related literature (Kim et al., 2018), and further develops the literature by providing a mechanism that takes both feedback (i.e., team reflexivity) and self-development (i.e., employee involvement climate) as well as their interaction into consideration to understand how to deal with the reluctance of cooperation of the new generation employees.



Theoretical implications

The theoretical contribution of this study is twofold. First, we develop a cross-level moderated mediation model to reveal the mechanism of team reflexivity’s influence on employee cooperative behavior. The results show that team reflexivity performance can promote employees’ organizational trust, and then positively promote cooperative behavior, confirming the previous literature opinions (Mohammed et al., 2010; Konradt et al., 2015). More importantly, it provides evidence supporting the positive social and interpersonal effect of task reflexivity, which has not been adequately recognized before. Specifically, task reflexivity (which is used as the measurement of team reflexivity in most reflexivity research) is commonly regarded as impacting team effectiveness and performance (Konradt et al., 2015; Fu et al., 2019), while the interpersonal effect of the task reflexivity is usually left unexamined. The result of this study demonstrates that task reflexivity could also affect employee’s trust in the team, which in turn affects employees’ cooperation attitude and behavior.

Secondly, in response to the study of employee cooperation within a team from the perspective of interaction, we conducted this research from the perspective of reflexivity, which enriched our understanding of the generating process of employee cooperative behavior. Given employee cooperative behavior is an adaptive and dynamic process, scholars call for the need to continue to expand the understanding of the key factors of it (Salas et al., 2015), in order to further understand the process of cooperation (Driskell et al., 2018), that is, how team interaction promotes cooperation from the perspective of the interaction mechanism within the team. Currently, there is some research on cooperation from the perspective of team interaction, but little research on cooperation from the perspective of team reflexivity; additionally, the study identifies the interaction effect of employee involvement climate and team reflexivity, indicating that organizational climate and team process could jointly affect employee trust and cooperation behavior, contributing to more understanding of the cooperation behaviors in the context of the organizations.



Practical implications

The study has several practical implications. First of all, in terms of team management, managers should carry out a long-term, regular, and cyclic team reflexivity process from shallow to deep, focusing on disclosing and emphasizing more information related to team ability and integrity in this process to increase employees’ trust. Team reflexivity can enhance team members’ sense of belonging and cooperative behavior, reduce adverse competition within the team, and encourage team members to help each other jointly cope with work challenges and performance pressure. In addition, team reflexivity can not only promote employees to be more altruistic and team spirit oriented, but more importantly, motivate those egoistic and self-centered new generation of post-90s employees to actively improve their work performance through clearly capturing and interpreting positive social information in the process of team reflexivity regardless of personality type, thus enhancing their organizational trust and becoming more committed to the work and cooperative toward goals. Finally, for organizational development, it is important to promote an interactive process of team reflexivity and a climate of employee involvement. To effectively achieve performance, only the superficially stylized team interaction is not enough, especially given the situation that the current generation of post-90s employees tend to be self-centered, in this case, it is difficult for them to actively participate in the interaction process with others and the team to achieve the team goal. Therefore, organizations need to urge a working climate, for example, implementing regular team reflection sessions where employees can openly discuss past projects or creating open communication platforms (e.g., an anonymous feedback system or direct access to leaders) where employees can share their thoughts on company processes, decisions or strategies, increases employee motivation and initiative to participate in the team reflection process, and improves employees’ trust in the organization, which in turn fosters collaboration and organizational performance more effectively.




Limitations and future research

The study also has some limitations, which we hope to further explore in future research. First, this study uses cross-sectional data and cannot prove a causal relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior. In the future, multiple waves of data could be collected for longitudinal studies to verify causality. Second, due to the limitation of time and resources, this study only used data from two provinces in China, which cannot verify the universality of the conclusions of this study to other cultural backgrounds. We encourage future studies to replicate and extend this research in diverse settings to enhance the external validity of the results. Third, while we focused on organizational trust as a mediator, our empirical results indicate that it only partially mediates the relationship between team reflexivity and employee cooperative behavior. This suggests the presence of other mediating mechanisms. Future research could explore additional mediators, such as job satisfaction, psychological safety, or workload (Schippers et al., 2015), to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the underlying processes.
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