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Introduction

The significant role of interpersonal dynamics in hotel 
operations has been widely acknowledged, due to the labor-
intensive and service-oriented nature of the hotel industry 
(Jones-Carmack & Criscione-Naylor, 2022; Lv et al., 2022). 
Despite the fact that dyadic leader–follower relationships 
play an important role in explaining interpersonal dynam-
ics, how leaders influence followers has received much 
more academic and practical attention than leader–follower 
relationships (Hofmans et al., 2019). In order to achieve 
sustainable development, it is time to shift the focus to 
dyadic leader–follower relationships. Leader–follower rela-
tionships have been explained as leader–member exchange 
in the Western culture, and a lot of existing research has 
contributed to our understanding (C. J. Wang, 2016). 
However, most of this research has not been conducted 
beyond the Western cultural context. Leader–follower rela-
tionships have different characteristics under the cross-cul-
tural influence (Luo et al., 2021; Lv et al., 2022; Ren & 
Chadee, 2020). Therefore, the contextualization of leader–
follower relationships in non-Western culture should be 

considered. Within the Chinese culture, leader–follower 
relationships are represented as supervisor–subordinate 
(S-S) guanxi. Guanxi, a Chinese term, is analogous to rela-
tionship (P. Q. Wang et al., 2020). Specifically, guanxi con-
sists of two Chinese characters (“guan” and “xi”): “guan” 
means “gateway,” while “xi” is translated as “to connect 
with each other”; taken together, guanxi is explained as a 
metaphor of how people are connected with each other in a 
closed social network (Taormina & Gao, 2010). S-S guanxi 
is a manifestation of workplace guanxi, which is used to 
explain the private relationship between supervisors and 
subordinates (Cheung et al., 2009).
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As S-S guanxi significantly influences employees’ job 
performance and career development in practice, it is 
increasingly attracting the attention of researchers in tour-
ism and hospitality (Li et al., 2018; Lv et al., 2022; P. Q. 
Wang et al., 2020). However, a review of relevant literature 
indicates that current research focuses on the outcomes of 
S-S guanxi rather than analyzing its antecedents from the 
perspective of subordinates (please see Table 1). More spe-
cifically, relatively little is known about why subordinates 
are motivated to develop and maintain high-quality guanxi 
with their supervisors (L. Zhang et al., 2016).

Self-determination theory (SDT) proposes that motiva-
tion determines why an individual engages in a particular 
behavior and varies at the time of the cultural values 
involved (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2008; J. Zhang, Xie, et al., 
2020). As S-S guanxi is characterized by Chinese culture, 
cultural elements should be considered in motivation. In 
addition, employees who actively build a high-quality 
guanxi with their supervisors are expected to pursue their 
personal goals (e.g., job performance and career develop-
ment); therefore, identifying employees’ motivations to 
develop and maintain S-S guanxi helps to rationally explain 
the outcomes of S-S guanxi (L. Zhang et al., 2016). In the 
existing research, employee motivation is widely used to 
promote job performance in the hotel industry, such as task 
performance (M. Chen et al., 2017) and innovation (C. J. 
Wang, 2016). Task performance, as a type of job perfor-
mance, is a primary element to keep competitive advan-
tages in the market, and poor performance has become a 
challenging issue for human resource (HR) in the Chinese 
hotel industry (Li et al., 2018; Luo et al., 2021; P. Q. Wang 
et al., 2020). Therefore, it is worthwhile to link the relation-
ships between employee motivation, S-S guanxi, and task 
performance. Furthermore, there are some empirical studies 
(e.g., Ding & Yu, 2020; Guan & Frenkel, 2018; Miao et al., 
2020; X. A. Zhang et al., 2015) that make an attempt to test 
the direct relationship between S-S guanxi and task perfor-
mance; however, their inconsistent findings (significant or 
insignificant results) allow this study to further investigate 
the relationships between the two constructs.

In the Chinese hotel industry, high turnover and low job 
satisfaction are two major challenges for HR (Li et al., 
2018; Lv et al., 2022; Mejia et al., 2020; P. Q. Wang et al., 
2020). Supervisor autonomy support is derived from SDT, 
and previous literature shows that supervisor autonomy 
support has a significant impact on employee turnover 
intention (D. Liu et al., 2011; Mustafa & Ali, 2019) and job 
satisfaction (Gillet et al., 2012). Supervisor autonomy sup-
port is prevalently considered as an antecedent which in 
turn contributes to a desirable outcome in the previous 
research. In this regard, it remains a research gap how to 
obtain supervisor autonomy support in a favorable manner. 
According to Guan and Frenkel (2018), high-quality guanxi 
with supervisors is an important way to obtain desirable 

resources in relation to work (e.g., supervisor support and 
job autonomy). Therefore, the relationship between S-S 
guanxi and supervisor autonomy support should be 
considered.

To address the above research gaps and comprehen-
sively explain S-S guanxi, the purpose of this study is to 
assess Chinese hotel employees’ motivation to develop and 
maintain high-quality S-S guanxi, which in turn facilitates 
task performance and supervisor autonomy support. This 
study makes several significant contributions to the exist-
ing literature. First, this study is among the first to contex-
tualize SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2008) to identify why 
hotel employees are motivated to develop and maintain 
high-quality S-S guanxi in accordance with Chinese cul-
tural elements. Second, the study extends the hospitality 
literature on supervisor autonomy support. Third, the study 
creates a perspective (employee motivation–S-S guanxi–
task performance/supervisor autonomy support) to expli-
cate the implicit framework in social exchange theory, 
which is antecedent–exchange behavior–exchange out-
come (Zhang & Lau, 2015). The theoretical model is shown 
in Figure 1.

Theoretical Background and 
Hypotheses Development

Supervisor–Subordinate Guanxi

In the previous literature, some researchers have pointed 
out that Chinese-characteristic guanxi is characterized by 
three elements: affection, instrumentality, and obligation 
(Guo & Li, 2015; Xie & Li, 2021; C. F. Yang, 1999). In 
Chinese culture, guanxi is a manifestation of social-emo-
tional philosophy (Lv et al., 2022). Specifically, high-qual-
ity guanxi leads to family-style interactions between the 
two sides, such as sharing feelings and thoughts, engaging 
in social activities, and being involved into the personal 
lives of the two sides (Y. Chen et al., 2009; L. Zhang et al., 
2016). An individual tends to show partiality toward insid-
ers with whom they have established high-quality guanxi 
(Miao et al., 2020). However, a specific type of guanxi pres-
ents different roles and behaviors (Ren & Chadee, 2020), 
and this study focuses on workplace guanxi. Compared 
with kinship-based guanxi, developing high-quality work-
place guanxi is more complicated and challenging, because 
this type of guanxi is hardly pre-existent and requires 
employees to actively build familiarization (Ren & Chadee, 
2020).

In the current research on workplace guanxi, S-S guanxi 
dominates the focus (Charoensukmongkol, 2022; Guan & 
Frenkel, 2018). S-S guanxi is primarily cultivated through 
non-work-related or off-work-centric social interactions, 
including both working and non-working hours (Cheung et 
al., 2009). S-S guanxi is based on social exchange theory 
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(Blau, 1964), which highlights reciprocity and non-contrac-
tual obligations (Miao et al., 2020); specifically, employees 
are expected to obtain more privileges and resources, after 

establishing high-quality guanxi with their supervisors 
(Guan & Frenkel, 2018). Y. Chen et al. (2009) show that the 
development of high-quality S-S guanxi is made up of three 

Table 1.
Key Literature on Guanxi.

Author(s) The Role of Guanxi Empirical Strategy Nature of the Dataset

J. Zhang et al. (2023) S-S guanxi is a predictor of job 
satisfaction

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
at international hotel chains in 
China

Cao et al. (2022) S-S guanxi is a predictor of trust 
in subordinate and empowering 
leadership

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
in China

Charoensukmongkol (2022) S-S guanxi is a predictor of emotional 
exhaustion

Empirical modeling A survey conducted in Chinese 
multinational enterprises in 
Thailand

Lv et al. (2022) S-S guanxi is the outcome of servant 
leadership and psychological safety

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
in hotels in China

Guan & Frenkel (2021) S-S guanxi is a predictor of Working 
meaningfulness; needs-supplies fit

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents 
working in consumer electronics 
companies in China

Xie & Li (2021) Coworker guanxi is a predictor of 
Interpersonal trust

Empirical modeling A survey conducted in 
organizations in economically 
developed cities of China

Yu (2021) S-S guanxi is the outcome of 
organizational citizenship behavior as 
well as the predictor of organizational 
justice

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
insurance companies in Taiwan

Ding & Yu (2020) S-S guanxi is a predictor of task 
performance and innovative behavior

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
Chinese enterprises

Mejia et al. (2020) S-S guanxi is a predictor of Leader-
member exchange

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
in hotels in China

Miao et al. (2020) S-S guanxi is a predictor of task 
performance and job satisfaction

Analytical modeling Systematic literature

Ren & Chadee (2020) Guanxi is a predictor of career 
performance

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
the Chinese hospitality industry

P. Q. Wang et al. (2020) S-S guanxi is a predictor of work 
engagement

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
in Chinese hotels

C. X. Zhang, Kimbu, et al. (2020) S-S is the predictor of women 
entrepreneurship

Qualitative analysis Interviews with Chinese female 
managers in tourism firms

Guan & Frenkel (2018) S-S guanxi is a predictor of job 
resources and job crafting

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
in manufacturing firms in China

Li et al. (2018) S-S guanxi is a moderator of the 
relationship between perceived 
organizational support and 
prequitting behavior

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
hotels in China

L. Zhang et al. (2016) S-S guanxi is the outcome of concern 
for career, personal life, in-group, and 
social desirability

Analytical modeling A survey with students and 
employees in China

F. X. Yang & Lau (2015) S-S guanxi the outcome of competency 
as well as the predictor of career 
success

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
in hotels in Macau, China

X. A. Zhang et al. (2015) S-S guanxi is a predictor of task 
performance and interpersonal 
citizenship behavior

Empirical modeling A survey with respondents working 
in China

Note. S-S = supervisor–subordinate.
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dimensions: affective attachment (e.g., sharing feelings 
with one another), personal-life inclusion (e.g., having 
social activities together), and deference to the supervisor 
(e.g., obeying the supervisor). Leader–member exchange, 
which is similar to S-S guanxi but comes from Western cul-
ture, has been widely studied as an antecedent of positive 
outcomes in the workplace (C. J. Wang, 2016; Yoon & 
Yoon, 2019). However, differences between the two con-
structs have been identified in the relevant literature. 
Specifically, leader–member exchange is restricted to work-
related interactions without the presence of affective attach-
ment, whereas S-S guanxi emphasizes the private 
relationship between a subordinate and a supervisor that is 
developed and maintained through long-term reciprocity 
(Guan & Frenkel, 2021; Lv et al., 2022; Mejia et al., 2020; 
Miao et al., 2020; F. X. Yang & Lau, 2015).

The previous studies in tourism and hospitality have 
confirmed that S-S guanxi leads to positive outcomes in the 
Chinese hotel industry, such as work engagement (P. Q. 
Wang et al., 2020), career performance (Ren & Chadee, 
2020; F. X. Yang & Lau, 2015), leader–member exchange 
(Mejia et al., 2020), and affective commitment (Li et al., 
2018). In addition, C. X. Zhang, Kimbu, et al. (2020) find 
that S-S guanxi facilitates female intrapreneurship in the 
Chinese tourism industry. Table 1 presents some key litera-
ture on guanxi. According to Table 1, it is indicated that 
numerous studies have examined the role of S-S guanxi as 
an antecedent in recent years; however, there is limited 
research on S-S guanxi as an outcome. In other words, ante-
cedents of developing and sustaining S-S guanxi in tourism 
and hospitality should be further explored.

Self-Determination Theory and Employees’ 
Motivation of Developing S-S Guanxi

Self-Determination Theory.  SDT is a typical theory that 
explains human motivation through the two types of 

employee motivation: autonomous motivation and con-
trolled motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). According to SDT 
(Deci et al., 2017), autonomous motivation (also known as 
self-determined motivation) is explained by an activity that 
individuals engage in with a high degree of willingness, 
volition, and choice, while controlled motivation is charac-
terized by external outcomes (e.g., reward or punishment). 
One of the examples to explain the autonomously motivated 
individual is intrinsic motivation, such as finding the activ-
ity interesting (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Furthermore, as 
extrinsic motivation appears in various ways that represent 
different degrees of autonomy, identified regulation (per-
sonally identifying the significance of the activity) and inte-
grated regulation (integrating different identifications) as 
the two forms of extrinsic motivation are used to explain 
individuals who are autonomously motivated (Deci et al., 
2017). J. Zhang et al. (2023) conduct the research in the 
Chinese hotel industry to show that S-S guanxi contributes 
to employees’ autonomous motivation toward the work. 
However, there is little research on how employees are 
autonomously motivated to develop and maintain guanxi 
with their supervisors.

In contrast, external regulation, which represents the 
individual behavior controlled by others (e.g., reward and 
punishment), and introjected regulation, which seeks self-
esteem or avoid guilt, are embedded into controlled motiva-
tion (Deci et al., 2017). Even though SDT suggests that 
autonomous motivation leads to more desirable outcomes 
and long-term maintenance of a behavior (Friederichs et al., 
2015; Sandrin et al., 2022), previous literature in the hospi-
tality area (e.g., Kim & Lee, 2022) suggests that both auton-
omous motivation and controlled motivation are 
determinants of individual behavior.

In general, since developing and maintaining S-S guanxi 
behavior is not mandatory in the job description, SDT is 
suitable for explaining employee motivation beyond job 
responsibilities (Kim & Lee, 2022). As noted previously, 

Figure 1.
The Theoretical Model.
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some researchers suggest that guanxi is characterized by 
affection, instrumentality, and obligation (Guo & Li, 2015; 
Xie & Li, 2021; C. F. Yang, 1999). To contextualize SDT in 
the guanxi situation, this study explains employees’ motiva-
tion for developing and maintaining S-S guanxi from these 
three factors.

Affective Motivation.  Paying attention to affection is a mani-
festation of Chinese culture (Guo & Li, 2015). Affection 
concerns about emotional connection and reciprocal care, 
which is involved into each other’s personal lives (M. Chen 
& Bedford, 2022). Affection supports people’s motivational 
needs (Zhao & Zhu, 2014). McGrew (2022) proposes a 
framework for integrating contemporary motivation to 
show that affect is one of the core elements of motivation. 
According to Steg (2005), affective motivation refers to 
individual emotions aroused by an action. Even though the 
role of affection in motivation is ignored by previous moti-
vation theories (e.g., goal-setting theory and expectancy 
theory), empirical studies find that affective motivation 
decides individual behavior (e.g., Ahmadi et al., 2022; Seo 
et al., 2010), because a positive affective state generates 
strong expectations of outcomes.

SDT proposes that the pursuit of relatedness is one of the 
principal reasons to explain employees’ intrinsic motivation 
(Gagné & Deci, 2005). Employees’ affective attachment is 
a manifestation of pursuing relatedness. Some previous 
research provides empirical evidence that affective motiva-
tion contributes to voluntary behavior (e.g., Dickert et al., 
2011; Karanika-Murray et al., 2015); for example, Dickert 
et al. (2011) verify that affective motivation (e.g., empathic 
feelings) decides individual donation behavior. In the work 
of S. Yang et al. (2019), affection is involved into intrinsic 
motivation. Thus, affective motivation can be considered as 
a way to present autonomous/self-determined motivation.

Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) point out the critical role 
of positive affective state in the development of relation-
ship/guanxi. The research of Y. Chen et al. (2009) and Mejia 
et al. (2020) indicates that affection is the basis for the 
development of trust and guanxi, which means that the 
higher affective attachment contributes to the high-quality 
S-S guanxi. In the research domain of tourism and hospital-
ity, affection’s role in S-S guanxi is highlighted by F. X. 
Yang (2020). Thus, the study proposes that

Hypothesis 1a (H1a): Affective motivation is positively 
related to S-S guanxi.

Instrumental Motivation.  According to the expectancy theory 
of motivation, instrumentality refers to an individual’s belief 
that the performance expectation met will lead to desired 
outcomes (Chiang & Jang, 2008). Deci et al. (2017) state 
that instrumental behaviors are explained by meeting indi-
vidual extrinsic needs. Although instrumental motivation is 

not included into the original SDT’s classification of motiva-
tions, some studies (e.g., C. A. Chen et al., 2018; Xu, 2022) 
argue that instrumental motivation lies in the area between 
autonomous motivation and controlled motivation, indicat-
ing that a behavior is not fully in line with individual inter-
ests but is important for an individual. Y. Liu et al. (2020) 
highlight that instrumental motivation helps to improve the 
performance of an individual with low intrinsic motivation.

Furthermore, previous research points out that instru-
mental motivation is linked to social exchange (Barbuto & 
Story, 2011; Janssen et al., 2014). As S-S guanxi is based on 
social exchange theory, employees who are instrumentally 
motivated to develop a S-S guanxi tie with their supervisors 
can be explained by pursuing desired outcomes from their 
supervisors (Mejia et al., 2020). China is a country with a 
high power distance; therefore, supervisors have great priv-
ileges to decide the distributions of resources based on reg-
ulations and personal interests (Guo & Li, 2015). Employees 
who have a high-quality guanxi tie with their supervisors 
are prioritized for promotions and rewards, which may be 
difficult to achieve through the principle of fair distribution 
(Guan & Frenkel, 2021; Guo & Li, 2015). L. Zhang et al. 
(2016) verify that employees are motivated to establish and 
maintain high-quality guanxi with their supervisors to 
obtain career development support from their supervisors. 
Thus, the study proposes that

Hypothesis 1b (H1b): Instrumental motivation is posi-
tively related to S-S guanxi.

Obligatory Motivation.  Perceiving obligation is defined as 
the extent to which individuals are committed to perform-
ing a behavior (Liang et al., 2012). Fuller et al. (2006) and 
Raza et al. (2021) emphasize that perceiving obligation 
experiences intrinsic motivation at work, which in turn 
leads employees themselves to deliver a desirable behavior. 
However, Van Petegem et al. (2021) indicate that obligation 
needs to be internalized to autonomously motivate individ-
uals and avoid instrumental reasons.

Obligation in S-S guanxi concerns about subordinates’ 
role identification regarding dominance-submission and 
assesses the extent to which subordinates defer to their 
supervisors (Guo & Li, 2015). The research of Y. Chen et al. 
(2009) indicates that deference to the supervisor is a key 
dimension in establishing and maintaining S-S guanxi. This 
is closely related to traditional Chinese culture. The hierar-
chical Confucian culture of China means that subordinates 
are required to respect and obey their supervisors (L. Zhang 
et al., 2016). In addition, Chinese culture is characterized by 
high power distance, which may automatically lead to sub-
ordinates’ obligatory perception of deference (Guo & Li, 
2015). In other words, the sense of obligation motivates 
employees to develop and maintain a positive guanxi tie 
with their supervisors, as obligation is internalized into 
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individuals’ value of deferring to supervisors in the Chinese 
culture. Thus, the study proposes that

Hypothesis 1c (H1c): Obligatory motivation is posi-
tively related to S-S guanxi.

Task Performance

Job performance represents both behaviors and results, 
measuring what was done and how it was done (Armstrong 
& Taylor, 2017). Compared with S-S guanxi which empha-
sizes off-work-centric behaviors, job performance explains 
work-centric behaviors (F. X. Yang & Lau, 2015). 
Furthermore, job performance can be divided into four 
types: task performance, contextual performance, learning 
performance, and innovative performance (Han et al., 
2007). Task performance, which represents the technical 
core, is defined as employees’ behaviors or results that 
facilitate the achievement of organizational goals based on 
the responsibilities of the job description (Aguiar-Quintana 
et al., 2021).

According to Ding and Yu (2020) and Miao et al. (2020), 
it is indicated that S-S guanxi contributes to task perfor-
mance. In the field of hospitality, Ren and Chadee (2020) 
and F. X. Yang and Lau (2015) show that guanxi facilitates 
the performance of hotel employees. However, the results 
of the above studies suggest that S-S guanxi facilitates job 
performance because it facilitates access to valuable infor-
mation and resources rather than because of characteristics 
of S-S guanxi itself.

Social exchange depends on long-term relationships; 
therefore, the development of S-S guanxi is long-term ori-
ented (Hwang, 1987), and the behavior of developing S-S 
guanxi needs to be maintained with long-standing reciproc-
ity (Lv et al., 2022; Miao et al., 2020). In short, employees 
need to continue to maintain S-S guanxi, even after they 
have developed guanxi with supervisors. The study of Guan 
and Frenkel (2018) proposes that to maintain high-quality 
S-S guanxi, employees need to provide desirable job perfor-
mance. In Chinese culture, one of the dimensions of guanxi 
is obligation (Xie & Li, 2021; C. F. Yang, 1999); therefore, 
feeling obligatory to deliver the desirable task performance 
for maintaining developed high-quality S-S guanxi may 
provide a different explanation for the relationship between 
S-S guanxi and job performance. Thus, the study proposes 
that

Hypothesis 2 (H2): S-S guanxi is positively related to 
task performance.

Supervisor Autonomy Support

According to social exchange theory, high-quality guanxi 
with supervisors allows subordinates to be treated more 

favorably (Cheung et al., 2009; X. A. Zhang et al., 2015). 
Previous studies (Cao et al., 2022; Guan & Frenkel, 2018) 
have provided empirical evidence to present that S-S guanxi 
is significantly related to job autonomy and supervisor sup-
port. Specifically, job autonomy concerns about the extent 
to which individuals discretionarily decide when, where, 
and how to do their work (Charoensukmongkol, 2022). 
High-quality guanxi results in reciprocal trust between sub-
ordinates and supervisors (Xie & Li, 2021; Yu, 2021) and 
subordinates’ deference (Y. Chen et al., 2009), which, in 
turn, leads supervisors to provide subordinates with discre-
tionary decision-making opportunities (Cao et al., 2022; 
Guan & Frenkel, 2018). Supervisor support includes work-
related information, instrumentality, and emotion, which 
are useful in alleviating workplace issues (Quratulain & 
Al-Hawari, 2021). To obtain more favorable supervisor 
support, it is recommended that employees develop a high-
quality guanxi tie with their supervisors (Guan & Frenkel, 
2018).

Supervisor autonomy support is based on SDT, defined 
as “a supervisor’s tendency to acknowledge employees’ 
perspectives, offer choices within specific rules and limits, 
provide meaningful feedback, encourage initiation and pro-
vide a rational when employees undertake a particular task” 
(Y. Zhang et al., 2022, p. 274). The scale of supervisor 
autonomy support by Hagger et al. (2007) indicates that 
both job autonomy and supervisor support are components 
of supervisor autonomy support. Supervisor support serves 
to meet external needs (e.g., reward); however, supervisor 
autonomy support promotes an internal perceived locus of 
causality and provides long-term benefits to employees 
(Kanat-Maymon & Reizer, 2017). SDT highlights that the 
interpersonal communication is the fundamental element to 
provide autonomy support to employees in the work envi-
ronment (Kanat-Maymon & Reizer, 2017). Guanxi is culti-
vated based on interpersonal communication, and empirical 
studies present that guanxi contributes to interpersonal trust 
(Bedford, 2021; Xie & Li, 2021) and interpersonal facilita-
tion (X. A. Zhang et al., 2015). Thus, the study proposes 
that

Hypothesis 3 (H3): S-S guanxi is positively related to 
supervisor autonomy support.

The previous literature mainly focuses on how supervi-
sor support or autonomy support influences subordinates’ 
job performance (Quratulain & Al-Hawari, 2021; Y. Zhang 
et al., 2022). However, the role-based view of the follower-
ship theory provides a framework to explain the influence 
of subordinates’ job performance on supervisors’ behaviors, 
such as empowering leadership (Cheong et al., 2019). 
Specifically, subordinates’ behaviors, characteristics, and 
styles are considered as antecedents, while supervisors’ 
behaviors and attitudes are outcomes (Uhl-Bien et al., 
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2014). When subordinates complete tasks with distinction 
or deliver excellent performance, supervisors feel obliga-
tory to value their contributions with positive behaviors, 
such as empowering or providing more autonomy and sup-
port (Cheong et al., 2019). The empirical study of Cao et al. 
(2022) verifies that subordinates’ performance is positively 
related to empowering leadership. Thus, the study proposes 
that

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Task performance is positively 
related to supervisor autonomy support.

The Mediating Effect of S-S Guanxi and Task 
Performance

SDT denotes that motivation decides the individual behav-
ior (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2008). However, S-S guanxi is 
based on social exchange theory, which means that devel-
oping high-quality S-S guanxi is not the final outcome that 
employees pursue; instead, employees seek their personal 
goals through guanxi (F. X. Yang & Lau, 2015). L. Zhang et 
al. (2016) indicate that explaining employees’ motivation to 
develop S-S guanxi needs to link with their personal goals. 
Implicitly, employees are affectively, instrumentally, and 
obligatorily motivated to develop the positive guanxi tie 
with their supervisors for the benefits of social exchange. 
Once the S-S guanxi is developed, interpersonal trust and 
interpersonal facilitation will be strengthened (Bedford, 
2021; Xie & Li, 2021; X. A. Zhang et al., 2015), which then 
contributes to autonomy support given by supervisors. In 
addition, S-S guanxi needs to be maintained with long-
standing reciprocity, even though a positive S-S guanxi tie 
is developed (Lv et al., 2022; Miao et al., 2020). Desirable 
task performance delivered by employees is necessary to 
maintain S-S guanxi (Guan & Frenkel, 2018). Overall, the 
perspective of motivation–S-S guanxi–task performance/
supervisor autonomy support implies a significant frame-
work in social exchange theory: the antecedent (affective/
instrumental/obligatory motivation), the exchange behavior 
(S-S guanxi developing and maintaining), and the exchange 
outcome (task performance/ supervisor autonomy support). 
Thus, the study proposes that

Hypothesis 5a (H5a): S-S guanxi mediates the relation-
ship between affective motivation and task 
performance.

Hypothesis 5b (H5b): S-S guanxi mediates the relation-
ship between instrumental motivation and task 
performance.

Hypothesis 5c (H5c): S-S guanxi mediates the relation-
ship between obligatory motivation and task 
performance.

Hypothesis 6a (H6a): S-S guanxi mediates the relation-
ship between affective motivation and supervisor 
autonomy support.

Hypothesis 6b (H6b): S-S guanxi mediates the relation-
ship between instrumental motivation and supervisor 
autonomy support.

Hypothesis 6c (H6c): S-S guanxi mediates the relation-
ship between obligatory motivation and supervisor 
autonomy support.

S-S outcome is based on social exchange (F. X. Yang & 
Lau, 2015). To maintain S-S guanxi, employees need to 
deliver quality task performance (Guan & Frenkel, 2018), 
while supervisors tend to provide more support and auton-
omy to employees who have a more favorable guanxi with 
them (Cao et al., 2022; Guan & Frenkel, 2018). Therefore, 
task performance and supervisor autonomy support are two 
potential social exchange outcomes of S-S guanxi.

The role-based view of the followership theory indicates 
that the quality task performance delivered by employees 
contributes to supervisors’ favorable behaviors toward 
employees (Cheong et al., 2019). Cao et al. (2022) show 
that supervisors are more likely to empower employees 
with quality performance, as trust is established. Integrating 
the role-based view of the followership theory and social 
exchange theory, the study proposes that S-S guanxi can 
indirectly influence supervisor autonomy support by 
improving employees’ task performance. Since social 
exchange theory emphasizes long-term reciprocity, supervi-
sors are willing to provide subordinates with more support 
and autonomy, after developing high-quality guanxi with 
supervisors contributes to subordinates’ job performance 
improvement (Blau, 1964; Lv et al., 2022). Therefore, the 
study proposes that

Hypothesis 7 (H7): Task performance mediates the rela-
tionship between S-S guanxi and supervisor auton-
omy support.

Method

Sample and Procedure

All scale items of the questionnaire were initially developed 
in English, before being translated into simplified Chinese, 
with the adoption of Brislin’s (1976) back-translation 
method. To ensure that the meaning between Chinese and 
English was not changed, this study invited a bilingual 
expert to translate all scale items from English to Chinese, 
followed by another bilingual scholar who back-translated 
the questionnaire. The questionnaire was slightly modified, 
after a pilot testing was conducted, with the participation of 
seven non-supervisory and four supervisory employees in 
the Chinese hotel industry.

This research was conducted in Beijing, Shanghai, and 
Xi’an, which are as national central cities (P. Chen, 2020) 
and initially rated as the best tourist destinations in China 
(Song, 2003). As four- or five-star hotels have a larger scale 
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with more employees and a greater contribution to the hotel 
industry, this research focused on four- or five-star hotels. 
One of our authors, who was based in China, used the per-
sonal networks to contact general managers or HR directors 
at four- or five-star hotels in the three cities for the permis-
sion of research participation. After confirming the hotels 
that participated in this research, the HR department helped 
the authors distribute online questionnaires to employees 
and their corresponding supervisors, and each employee 
was allocated a three-digit code for the identification. The 
informed consent was presented at the beginning of the 
questionnaire to explain the purpose of this research and to 
guarantee the voluntary participation and the confidentiality 
of the respondents’ information.

Data were collected in two times. At Time 1, motivation 
to develop and maintain S-S guanxi was measured based on 
employees’ responses, and employees were required to 
input a unique three-digit code in their online question-
naires. A total of 402 questionnaires were collected. The 
second round took place after 4 weeks, and employees who 
participated in the first round provided the measures of S-S 
guanxi and supervisor autonomy support. Meanwhile, the 
participants’ corresponding supervisors were provided with 
employees’ unique three-digit codes and invited to rate 
employees’ task performance. The employees and their 

corresponding supervisors input the employees’ unique 
three-digit codes into the online questionnaires so that 
responses between the employee and his or her supervisor 
were matched. In the second round, 390 employees contin-
ued to participate in the research, with 372 employees’ task 
performance rated by their corresponding supervisors. After 
removing missing data, incomplete pairs, and inaccurately 
completed questionnaires, a total of 318 matched employee–
supervisor completed responses were used for data analysis. 
Respondents (employees and their corresponding supervi-
sors) received 10 yuan (CNY) as a reward after submission 
in the second round.

The employees’ demographical profiles are presented in 
Table 2, which indicated that 63.8% of employees were 
female, and 39.0% were under 30 years old. 42.8% of 
employees had a Bachelor or higher degree; employees 
from Food & Beverage took up the highest proportion 
(22.0%), followed by Housekeeping (16.7%).

Measures

All items of constructs were measured on a 7-point Likert-
type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree/poor perfor-
mance) to 7 (strongly agree/superior performance).

Affection, obligation, and instrumentality, represent-
ing employee motivation of developing and maintaining 
S-S guanxi, were measured with a total of 12 items, based 
on Guo and Li (2015) and Xie and Li (2021). Specifically, 
each construct included four items, and the values of 
Cronbach’s alpha were .871 (affective motivation), .939 
(instrumental motivation), and .890 (obligatory motiva-
tion), respectively.

S-S guanxi was measured with five items. The five 
items, including three dimensions (affective attachment, 
personal-life inclusion, and deference to supervisor), were 
developed, based on the research of Y. Chen et al. (2009) 
and Ren and Chadee (2020). The Cronbach’s alpha was 
.891.

Task performance was measured with three items, from 
Farh et al. (1991). The Cronbach’s alpha was .934.

Supervisor autonomy support was measured with 
seven items, referring to the research of Hagger et al. 
(2007). The Cronbach’s alpha was .955.

Statistical Analysis

SPSS Statistics was used for descriptive analysis of demo-
graphical profiles and initial screening of data. Partial least 
squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM), which 
estimates path models with latent variables and their rela-
tionships, was employed in this research, as the strength of 
this approach is to handle complicated models with small 
sample sizes (Supanti & Butcher, 2019). PLS-SEM is also a 
non-parametric statistical method, in which the data were 

Table 2.
Demographic Profiles of Respondents.

Variable Group Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 115 36.2
Female 203 63.8

Education Diploma or below 182 57.2
Bachelor’s degree 117 36.8
Master or above 19 6.0

Age Below 30 124 39.0
30–40 115 36.2

Above 40 79 24.8
Department Housekeeping 53 16.7

Food & Beverage 70 22.0
Marketing 27 8.5

Sales 11 3.5
Human Resources 38 11.9

Purchasing 7 2.2
Security 15 4.7

Front Office 52 16.4
Finance 22 6.9

Engineering 8 2.5
General Manager Office 10 3.1

Other 5 1.6
Tenure Below 5 years 193 60.7

5–10 years 79 24.8
11–16 years 24 7.5

Above 16 years 22 6.9
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not required to be normally allocated (Hair et al., 2021). 
PLS-SEM has been widely employed in the research 
domain of tourism and hospitality (Li et al., 2021; Supanti 
& Butcher, 2019).

The software program SmartPLS 4.0 was used to under-
take data analysis. In the process of PLS-SEM testing, the 
assessment of measurement model should be completed 
before assessing the structural model. Referring to Chandra 
et al. (2012), structural models in this study consisted of a 
hypothesized model (Model 3) and two competing models 
(Models 1 and 2). This study assessed the applicability of 
Model 3 against two competing models. According to 
Sharma et al. (2019), two groups of model selection criteria 
were employed in this study. First, to choose a suitable 
model that is very similar to an unknown true model taking 
a responsibility of developing observed data which in turn 
creates the correlation patterns between significant vari-
ables, Akaike’s final prediction error (FPE), Akaike infor-
mation criteria (AIC), corrected AIC (AICc), and unbiased 
AIC (AICu) (Gutierrez et al., 2024). Second, the highest 
likelihood of being an appropriate model based on the avail-
able data requires asymptotical consistency; thus, Schwarz’s 
Bayesian information criteria (BIC), Hannan and Quinn’s 
criteria (HQ), and corrected HQ (HQc) were tested 
(Gutierrez et al., 2024). For two groups of criteria, the 
model with the lowest values is suggested to be selected 
(Sharma et al., 2019).

Results

Assessment of Measurement Models

The model of this study includes seven reflective constructs 
which are recommended to be assessed through the testing 
of internal consistency reliability, convergent validity, indi-
cator reliability, and discriminant validity (Hair et al., 2021). 
Table 3 presented results of measurement model assess-
ment. First, internal consistency reliability was confirmed, 
as all values of Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability 
(CR) were greater than the threshold of 0.70. Second, all 
values of average variance extracted (AVE) were higher 
than 0.50, which confirmed convergent validity. Third, 
outer loadings were above 0.70, so indicator reliability was 
confirmed. Finally, heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) and 
cross loadings were prevalently used to assess discriminant 
validity (Hair et al., 2021). Table 4 presented that all values 
of HTMT were below the threshold of 0.90, and all indica-
tors load greatest on their linked constructs, so there was no 
discriminant validity issue (Henseler et al., 2015).

Assessment of Structural Models

The assessment of structural models was reported in Table 
5. Based on Model 3, the study completed the testing of 

hypotheses. First, collinearity was not an issue in this struc-
tural model, as all constructs’ values of variance inflation 
factor (VIF) ranged between 1.050 and 1.888, which were 
below 3 (Hair et al., 2019). Second, model’s predictive 
accuracy was measured by coefficient of determinant R2, 
and the results of R2 are reported in Table 5, which indicated 
appropriate predictive power (Hair et al., 2021).

Finally, the significance and relevance of the path coef-
ficients were tested by Bootstrapping. H1a and H1c were 
supported, suggesting that affective motivation (β = 0.671, 
p = .000 < .01) and obligatory motivation (β = 0.196, p = 
.001 < .01) were positively related to S-S guanxi; however, 
H1b was rejected, as the significant relationship between 
instrumental motivation and S-S guanxi (β = −0.048, p = 
.141 > .05) was not found in the study’s results. In support 
of H2, S-S guanxi had a positive relationship with task per-
formance (β = 0.433, p = .000 < .01). Furthermore, the 
study also verified that both S-S guanxi (β = 0.662, p = 
.000 < .01) and task performance (β = 0.265, p = .000 < 
.01) were positively related to supervisor autonomy sup-
port. Thus, H3 and H4 were supported.

Assessment of Mediating Effect

According to Hair et al. (2021), mediation occurs, when 
both direct and indirect effects are significant, or indirect 
effect is significant but there is no direct effect. The media-
tion analysis was run by Bootstrapping, and the result was 
reported in Table 6. The testing results confirm that S-S 
guanxi mediates the relationship between affective motiva-
tion and task performance, the relationship between obliga-
tory motivation and task performance, the relationship 
between affective motivation and supervisor autonomy sup-
port, and the relationship between obligatory motivation 
and supervisor autonomy support. In addition, task perfor-
mance is found to play a mediating role in the relationship 
between S-S guanxi and supervisor autonomy support.

Discussion and Implications

The study’s results reveal the two factors that autonomously 
motivate employees to develop and maintain guanxi with 
their supervisors in the hotel industry. Affection is the stron-
gest motivator for developing and maintaining S-S guanxi. It 
reflects the Chinese culture that individuals take affection 
seriously (Guo & Li, 2015). It also resonates with the 
research of Y. Chen et al. (2009) and Mejia et al. (2020) 
denoting that the higher affective attachment contributes to 
the high-quality S-S guanxi. Obligation is another motivator 
of developing and maintaining S-S guanxi. This finding can 
be explained by the hierarchical Confucian culture in China, 
in which respecting and deferring to supervisors are internal-
ized into personal value of subordinates (Guo & Li, 2015; L. 
Zhang et al., 2016). However, the relationship between 
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instrumental motivation and S-S guanxi is rejected in this 
study, which seems to be inconsistent with the view that 
instrumentality is a dimension of guanxi (Guo & Li, 2015; 
Mejia et al., 2020; Xie & Li, 2021; C. P. Yang, 1999; L. 
Zhang et al., 2016). This result means that hotel employees 

are not effectively motivated by instrumental needs, even 
though high-quality S-S guanxi developed leads to more 
privileges and resources for employees. This is primarily 
because instrumental motivation is not included into autono-
mous motivation, which leads to the incompatibility with the 

Table 3.
Assessment of Measurement Model.

Constructs and Indicators Loading Cronbach’s Alpha CR AVE

Affective motivation .871 0.912 0.721
  My supervisor and I are deep communication partners 0.822  
  I am emotionally connected to my supervisor 0.788  
  I am inspired by supervisor’s charisma 0.899  
  My supervisor and I would share emotions with one another, both happy 

and sad
0.884  

Instrumental motivation .939 0.956 0.843
  The willingness to develop a high-quality guanxi with supervisor is based on 

material interests
0.936  

  The extent to which I support and obey my supervisor depends on how 
much he or she gets in return

0.919  

  I work with my supervisor for no other reason than benefits 0.906  
  My interactions with my supervisor are always well calculated 0.912  
Obligatory motivation .890 0.924 0.752
  As a subordinate, I have the duty to help my supervisor through difficulties 

in life and work
0.859  

  I feel obligated to support and obey my supervisor 0.871  
  I feel obligated to care about what happens to my supervisor 0.918  
  As a subordinate, I feel obligated to develop a positive guanxi with my 

supervisor
0.816  

Supervisor–subordinate guanxi .891 0.920 0.700
  My supervisor and I always share thoughts, opinions, and feelings toward 

work and life
0.812  

  During holidays, I would call or visit my supervisor 0.888  
  After office hours, I have social activities together with my supervisor, such 

as having dinner together or having entertainment together, which go 
beyond work duties

0.881  

  If my supervisor has problems with his or her personal life, I will do my best 
to help him or her out

0.884  

  I am willing to sacrifice my interests in order to fulfill my supervisor’s 
interests

0.702  

Supervisor autonomy support .955 0.963 0.787
  My supervisor provides me with positive feedback when I do work 0.863  
  I feel that supervisor provides me with choices, options, and opportunities 0.871  
  My supervisor displays confidence in my ability to do work 0.863  
  I trust my supervisor’s advice about the work I do 0.902  
  My supervisor encourages me to devise my own plan for handling the 

problem
0.901  

  My supervisor listens to my viewpoints about the work 0.912  
  I am able to talk to my supervisor about the work I do 0.896  
Task performance .934 0.958 0.883
  Quality of work 0.921  
  Efficiency of work 0.950  
  Accomplishment of work goals 0.948  

Note. CR = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted.
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characteristics of S-S guanxi’s long-term orientation and sta-
bility (Hwang, 1987).

Based on previous work which has confirmed S-S 
guanxi’s positive relationships with job autonomy and 
supervisor support (e.g., Cao et al., 2022; Guan & Frenkel, 
2018), this study demonstrates that S-S guanxi is positively 
related to supervisor autonomy support in the Chinese hotel 
industry. It is consistent with the research of Kanat-Maymon 
and Reizer (2017), which highlights that interpersonal com-
munication poses the foundation of favorably obtaining 
supervisor autonomy support. Drawing on the role-based 
view of the followership theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014), the 
study finds that desirable task performance is positively 
related to supervisor autonomy support in the Chinese hotel 

industry, which seems to be consistent with the findings of 
the research of Cao et al. (2022).

The S-S guanxi’s mediating role in the relationship 
between affective/obligatory motivation and task perfor-
mance/supervisor autonomy support is supported, which 
explicates a comprehensive framework in social exchange 
theory: the antecedent, exchange behavior, and exchange 
outcome. Furthermore, the mediating role of task perfor-
mance is confirmed, indicating that subordinates who have 
high-quality guanxi with their supervisors obtain more 
supervisor autonomy support after these subordinates 
deliver desirable task performance in hotel operations, 
which reflects the long-term reciprocity characteristic of 
guanxi in social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Lv et al., 

Table 4.
Results of Discriminant Validity.

AM IM OM S-S GX SAS TP

Heterotrait-
monotrait 
ratio

AM  
IM 0.280  

OM 0.724 0.145  
S-S GX 0.843 0.173 0.693  

SAS 0.742 0.063 0.544 0.823  
TP 0.265 0.044 0.346 0.463 0.589  

Cross loadings AM_1 0.822 –0.038 0.553 0.735 0.784 0.399
AM_2 0.788 0.394 0.462 0.540 0.377 0.034
AM_3 0.899 0.177 0.589 0.649 0.580 0.148
AM_4 0.884 0.261 0.595 0.722 0.560 0.231
IM_1 0.204 0.936 0.128 0.121 –0.035 –0.022
IM_2 0.222 0.919 0.117 0.130 –0.029 0.001
IM_3 0.148 0.906 0.082 0.075 –0.058 –0.044
IM_4 0.202 0.912 0.188 0.122 –0.089 –0.071

OM_1 0.578 0.188 0.859 0.540 0.386 0.224
OM_2 0.499 0.050 0.871 0.496 0.441 0.324
OM_3 0.665 0.173 0.918 0.659 0.492 0.249
OM_4 0.489 0.067 0.816 0.439 0.420 0.298

S-S GX_1 0.640 0.021 0.485 0.812 0.717 0.443
S-S GX_2 0.702 0.163 0.530 0.888 0.649 0.358
S-S GX_3 0.699 0.174 0.514 0.881 0.598 0.317
S-S GX_4 0.690 –0.022 0.592 0.884 0.712 0.427
S-S GX_5 0.552 0.264 0.507 0.702 0.395 0.219

SAS_1 0.608 –0.037 0.448 0.646 0.863 0.470
SAS_2 0.646 –0.053 0.402 0.728 0.871 0.439
SAS_3 0.507 –0.015 0.409 0.615 0.863 0.607
SAS_4 0.591 –0.020 0.459 0.675 0.902 0.517
SAS_5 0.665 –0.013 0.427 0.731 0.901 0.471
SAS_6 0.668 –0.096 0.476 0.730 0.912 0.462
SAS_7 0.613 –0.113 0.505 0.701 0.896 0.489
TP_1 0.224 –0.042 0.294 0.395 0.503 0.921
TP_2 0.249 –0.040 0.288 0.439 0.527 0.950
TP_3 0.245 –0.018 0.293 0.387 0.535 0.948

Note. AM = affective motivation; IM = instrumental motivation; OM = obligatory motivation; S-S = supervisor–subordinate; GX = guanxi; SAS = 
supervisor autonomy support; TP = task performance.
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2022). The theoretical and practical implications are dis-
cussed below.

Theoretical Implications

This study makes several theoretical contributions. First, it 
extends guanxi literature by identifying employees’ motiva-
tion of developing and maintaining S-S guanxi, as current 
research primarily focuses on the assessment of S-S 
guanxi’s role as a predictor rather than an outcome (Lv et 

al., 2022; Miao et al., 2020). Based on the contextualization 
of SDT in Chinese traditional culture, the study assessed 
and confirmed that affective motivation and obligatory 
motivation are the drivers of developing and maintaining 
S-S guanxi. Because both affective motivation and obliga-
tory motivation are embedded into autonomous motivation 
and instrumental motivation is not significantly related to 
S-S guanxi, the study sheds light on the sustainable role of 
autonomous motivation (Friederichs et al., 2015; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000; Sandrin et al., 2022) in a long-term behavior, 

Table 5.
Results of Structural Models.

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Supervisor autonomy support
  Task performance 0.563** 0.265**
  S-S guanxi 0.779** 0.662**
  R2 .607 .317 .664
  FPE 0.39672319 0.68947058 0.34132327
  AIC –293.9963 –118.24239 –341.82641
  AICu –291.98998 –116.23607 –338.81216
  AICc 26.0801353 201.834044 –21.69861
  BIC –286.4722 –110.71829 –330.54025
  HQ 382.300888 655.902079 334.286154
  HQc –290.99112 –115.23721 –337.31864
Task performance
  S-S guanxi 0.434** 0.429** 0.433**
  R2 .188 .184 .188
S-S guanxi
  Affective motivation 0.671** 0.667** 0.671**
  Instrumental motivation –0.048 n’s –0.042 n’s –0.048 n’s
  Obligatory motivation 0.196** 0.199** 0.196**
  R2 .645 .645 .645

Note. S-S = supervisor–subordinate; FPE = final prediction error; AIC = Akaike information criteria; AICu = unbiased Akaike information criteria; 
AICc = corrected Akaike information criteria; BIC = Bayesian information criteria; HQ = Hannan and Quinn’s criteria; HQc = corrected Hannan 
and Quinn’s criteria.
**p < .01. *p < .05. n’s p > .05.

Table 6: 
Results of Mediation Analysis.

Mediator

Direct Effect Indirect Effect

Mediation  Coefficient p value Coefficient p value

AM → TP S-S GX 0.247 .000** 0.369 .013** Supported
IM → TP S-S GX –0.079 .120 n’s –0.020 .225 n’s Rejected
OM → TP S-S GX 0.144 .050* 0.104 .046** Supported
AM→ SAS S-S GX 0.305 .000** 0.391 .000** Supported
IM → SAS S-S GX –0.191 .000** –0.022 .205 n’s Rejected
OM → SAS S-S GX –0.027 .619 n’s 0.109 .001** Supported
Sr-Se GX → SAS TP 0.662 .000** 0.114 .000** Supported

Note. AM = affective motivation; TP = task performance; S-S = supervisor–subordinate; GX = guanxi; IM = instrumental motivation; OM = 
obligatory motivation; SAS = supervisor autonomy support.
**p < .01. *p < .05. n’s p > .05.
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such as maintaining a developed S-S guanxi tie (Hwang, 
1987).

Second, the study widens the hospitality literature on 
supervisor autonomy support. In the previous literature, 
supervisor autonomy support is commonly used as an ante-
cedent and there is devoid of research on supervisor auton-
omy support in the field of hospitality. To fill the research 
gap, this study provides empirical evidence to demonstrate 
that supervisor autonomy support is the significant outcome 
of S-S guanxi and task performance in the Chinese hotel 
industry. According to confirming the mediating role of task 
performance, the more robust rationale of how developing 
high-quality S-S guanxi leads to supervisor autonomy sup-
port in the hotel industry is presented, and it also supports the 
integration of the role-based view of the followership theory 
and social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Lv et al., 2022).

Third, the study explicates the implicit framework in 
social exchange theory (antecedent–exchange behavior–
exchange outcome) through verifying the perspective of 
motivation–S-S guanxi–task performance/supervisor 
autonomy support. According to the confirmation of the 
direct relationship between S-S guanxi and task perfor-
mance and the mediating role of S-S guanxi in the relation-
ship between affective/obligatory motivation and task 
performance, it is indicated that employees who feel obliged 
and affectively motivated to deliver the desirable task per-
formance for the maintenance of high-quality S-S guanxi 
which has been developed. If employees’ task performance 
is not high-quality, the developed S-S guanxi may be gradu-
ally weakened. Compared to previous research denoting 
that the more accessible resources and privileges employees 
obtain from supervisors explain the positive relationship 
between S-S and hotel employees’ performance, this study’s 
results emphasize that quality task performance is a way to 
maintain S-S guanxi, as S-S guanxi is long-term oriented 
and reciprocal (Hwang, 1987; Lv et al., 2022; Miao et al., 
2020). Furthermore, the mediating role of S-S guanxi in the 
relationship between affective/obligatory motivation and 
supervisor autonomy support confirmed provides the new 
explanation for why employees are motivated to develop 
S-S guanxi.

Practical Implications

The study also provides practical implications for hotel 
management operations and employee behavior. To take 
advantage of guanxi mechanism, the hotel management 
team should be fully aware of the importance of affective 
motivation and obligatory motivation in developing and 
maintaining S-S guanxi. On one hand, as affective motiva-
tion shows a strongest relationship with S-S guanxi in the 
study’s results, affective connection is expected to be 
emphasized in organizational culture. Specifically, the 
atmosphere of mutual care and sympathy is encouraged to 

be created to reinforce the sense of belonging and emotional 
attachment (Xie & Li, 2021). It is also recommended that 
Hotel’s HR department organize leadership training and 
symposium to discuss and learn about affective support. 
Supervisors can actively establish a personal relationship 
with their subordinates and reduce the feeling of distance 
through leisure activities outside the working hours. A lei-
sure activity outside the working hours (e.g., dinner gather-
ing) is a desirable way to promote the mutual understanding, 
which in turn strengthens affective connection (Guan & 
Frenkel, 2018). On the other hand, to promote employees’ 
obligatory motivation, the hotel management team or HR 
department can organize some training in relation to 
Chinese traditional culture (e.g., Confucian values) and add 
relevant content to the employee handbook (P. Q. Wang et 
al., 2020; Xie & Li, 2021). Therefore, employees can learn 
and recognize the significance of obligation in the work-
place. Even though S-S guanxi provides employees with 
favorable privileges and resources (Guan & Frenkel, 2018), 
the confirmation of the insignificant relationship between 
instrumental motivation and S-S guanxi in this study sug-
gests that material temptations should not be 
overemphasized.

From the employees’ perspective, they need to recognize 
the significance of interpersonal relationship in labor-inten-
sive and service-focused organizations, such as hotels. 
First, to receive more autonomy support from supervisors, 
hotel employees are recommended to autonomously 
develop high-quality guanxi with their supervisors during 
both working and non-working hours. Obtaining supervi-
sors’ autonomy support is based on whether subordinates 
are trusted by supervisors, and high-quality S-S guanxi 
plays a crucial role in cultivating interpersonal trust 
(Bedford, 2021; Cao et al., 2022; Xie & Li, 2021). However, 
employees need to be aware that developing S-S guanxi is 
not the end of the road; instead, maintaining the high-qual-
ity S-S guanxi should be considered in the long term. Thus, 
employees are expected to keep the high-quality task per-
formance as a result of S-S guanxi’s long-term reciprocity 
(Lv et al., 2022; Miao et al., 2020). Furthermore, the medi-
ating role of task performance confirmed in the study 
reveals that delivering the high-quality task performance 
also strengthens supervisors’ willingness to provide auton-
omy support to subordinates, as supervisors trust in subor-
dinates’ competence. Therefore, both work-centric 
behaviors (e.g., developing and maintaining S-S guanxi) 
and non-work-centric behaviors (e.g., performing the task 
well) are important for employees to obtain supervisor 
autonomy support.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This research also has several limitations, which provide 
avenues for future research. First, this study’s data were 
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collected from Chinese national central cities; therefore, the 
future research can be conducted in small and medium-
sized cities and then compare the differences of guanxi 
behavior within the different cities. Second, some previous 
literature (e.g., Miao et al., 2020) suggests that S-S guanxi 
is applicable to non-Chinese culture, but there is rare empir-
ical evidence. Therefore, it is worthwhile to conduct the 
research of S-S guanxi in other countries. Third, the study’s 
results reject the relationship between instrumental motiva-
tion and S-S guanxi in the hotel industry; however, more 
empirical research is necessary to confirm this result. 
Fourth, as there is little research on affective motivation, 
instrumental motivation, and obligatory motivation for 
developing and maintaining S-S guanxi, the indicators to 
measure these three variables need to be more rigorous. 
Thus, using interview approach to develop indicators of 
affective motivation, instrumental motivation, and obliga-
tory motivation in the Chinese context and to create sepa-
rate dimensions of affection, instrumentality, and obligation 
in the variable of S-S guanxi should be considered in the 
near future.
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