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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to explore the comprehensive effects of workplace
loneliness, silence behavior, team member exchange and psychological capital.
At present, the research on workplace loneliness is still in the preliminary stage.
Although some studies have shown that workplace loneliness has a direct
impact on job outcomes, the mechanism of the two needs to be further stu-
died. In this study, a phased multi-source questionnaire survey method was
adopted. The questionnaires were distributed and collected, including 295
subjects. The results show that 1) workplace loneliness has a significant nega-
tive impact on team member exchange; 2) team member exchange has a sig-
nificant negative impact on silence behavior; 3) team member exchange plays
a mediating role between loneliness and silence behavior; 4) psychological
capital moderates the direct effect of workplace loneliness on silence beha-
vior; 5) psychological capital moderates the indirect effect of workplace lone-
liness on silence behavior through team member exchange.
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1. Introduction

The social transformation and rapid economic development have brought many
problems to the workplace, which will lead to the spread of workplace loneliness
to varying degrees. Workplace loneliness, has been a common feeling of the cur-
rent workplace staff. As a common negative emotion in the workplace, workplace

loneliness will bring a series of negative effects on employees and organizations
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(Ozcelik & Barsade, 2018; Peng, Chen, Xia, & Ran, 2017; Chen, Wen, Peng, &
Liu, 2016). Despite the unprecedented opportunities and dilemmas that lie ahead
of us today, emotional needs, the truest desires of the human heart, have never
changed. As a basic human experience, everyone may have experienced loneli-
ness more or less. Especially in this information age, loneliness has become more
common due to the increasing psychological distance between people (Wright,
2005).

However, previous studies on loneliness show that environmental factors, es-
pecially in the work environment, have been neglected. Some studies have pointed
out that the possibility and persistence of loneliness experienced in work is greater
than that experienced in personal life (Dussault & Thibodeau, 1997; Reinking &
Bell, 1991). If employees cannot deal with various complicated interpersonal
relationships in the workplace, they are likely to experience loneliness in the
workplace. As is known to all, modern offices have office partitions and the po-
pularization of science and technology and the emergence of virtual team make
employees basic at work do not need to leave her own office location. Even if
need to contact the person sitting beside, can be directly through the network to
send information, coupled with the fierce competition in the workplace, making
interactions between members of the organization is increasingly difficult to main-
tain. Workplace loneliness thus problems naturally also increasingly prominent,
the study of employee’s workplace loneliness is very necessary. Therefore, we will
carry out our research on workplace loneliness. Starting from workplace loneli-
ness, we will discuss its impact on the team-member exchange the work envi-
ronment and its impact on the subsequent employee silence behavior. We think
that workplace loneliness has a negative impact on team-member exchange which
promotes more silence behaviors among employees. In addition, we think that the
psychological capital level of employees themselves may mitigate this negative
effect, that is, the higher the psychological capital level is, the fewer negative re-

sults will be produced.

2. Theory and Hypothesis Development

In this section we will focus on how we build the model. First, we will introduce
in detail the main theory used to explain the model, namely social exchange
theory, and explain how to use this theory to construct the model, so as to pro-
pose a theoretical model based on workplace loneliness. Secondly, we will elabo-
rate on how to explain the relationships in the model using social exchange

theory and propose five hypotheses of this study.

2.1. Social Exchange Theory

Social exchange theory emerged in the late 1950s as a micro study of human be-
havior using economic, sociological, and psychological theories (Homans, 1958).
Social exchange refers to the reciprocity of interests, which means that one party

provides help and support to the other party, so that the other party has the ob-
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ligation to return, but does not know whether or when the other party will re-
turn, so this kind of exchange relationship has uncertainties and risks (Blau,
1964). The implicit condition of exchange is that the two sides achieve mutual
benefit through the exchange of their own unique resources, the core of which is
self-interest and interdependence (Lawler & Thye, 1999; Cook, Cheshire, Rice, &
Nakagawa, 2013). The establishment of employee-organization relationship means
that employees exchange their individual labor for rewards and their loyalty to
the organization for their care and support. On the other hand, through the hard
work of employees, the organization has greater development; the formation of
the interdependent relationship between employees and the organization is the
formation of a social exchange relationship (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002). The
core of social exchange theory is based on the principle of reciprocity. When one
party offers help to the other or gives some resources to the other, the party be-
ing helped has the obligation to repay the person who gives help, so as to build a
moral norm of social exchange (Gouldner, 1960). We will build our model on
the basis of social exchange theory. Loneliness as an employee in the workplace
in the workplace, a lonely experience (Wright, 2005; Wright et al., 2006), may
represent not experience to help other colleagues in the team or other supportive
and positive team resources (e.g., good emotional exchange, and interpersonal
and team support, etc.), resulting in a series of negative consequences, such as
low quality of the team members. However, this kind of low-quality team-member
exchange may further aggravate the loneliness and alienation of employees in
the team, resulting in more silence behaviors at work. Therefore, this research
will be based on social exchange theory, study the effects of loneliness for team
members to exchange in the workplace, as well as team-member exchange in the
workplace mediating role between loneliness and silence behavior of employees,
at the same time introducing the psychological capital is moderator variable,
discusses it as a positive resources supplement, how to weaken the negative con-
sequences of a workplace loneliness. Thus, we construct the following theoretical

model (see Figure 1).

Psychological
capital

Team-member
exchange

Silence
behavior

Workplace
loneliness

Figure 1. Proposed theoretical model.
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2.2. Implications for Workplace Loneliness and Team-Member
Exchange

We think that workplace loneliness negatively affects team member exchanges.
Wright (2005) on the workplace loneliness more clear definition is given, he thinks
the workplace loneliness is due to the individual in the workplace expected gain
of interpersonal relationship and reality interpersonal differences in quantity or
quality, and individual lacks the ability to compensate for the difference in a
lonely experience, this kind of lonely experience will make employees lack of
identity for organization members, make their emotional needs are in the or-
ganization, and caused a series of negative consequences (Wright, 2005; Erdil &
Ertosun, 2011). Workplace loneliness includes two dimensions, namely emotional
deprivation and loss of organizational membership. Emotional deprivation refers
to the fact that employees’ attachment needs are not satisfied because their in-
terpersonal relationship in the organization is defective in quantity or quality,
which will lead to their emotional indifference and numbness. Lack of sense of
membership refers to employees’ lack of sense of belonging and identity to the
organization, which will lead to employees’ disconnection from the network of
organizational relations and a sense of alienation from other members of the or-
ganization (Wright, 2005; Wright et al., 2006; Lam & Lau, 2012; Chen et al.,
2016). When employees experience such loneliness in the workplace, employees
will perceive poor interpersonal exchange with team members, as well as team
members’ alienation from them. According to social exchange theory, employees
don’t perceive this emotional exchange, which leads to the lack of loyalty and
commitment to the team so that employees will not take the initiative to exchange
with other colleagues in the team, or even actively avoid the exchange with team
members, resulting in lower quality team members exchange. Therefore, we pro-
pose the following hypothesis:

H1: Workplace loneliness has a significant negative impact on team-member

exchange.

2.3. The Mediating Role of Team-Member Exchange

We think that team-member exchange has a negative impact on employees’ silence
behavior. Seers (1989) defines team-member exchange as the individual mem-
ber’s perception of the overall exchange relationship between the individual mem-
ber and other members of the team and describes the quality and reciprocal in-
teraction of the working relationship between the individual member and his/her
colleagues in the team (Seers, 1989; Schermuly & Meyer, 2016). In subsequent
studies, it was further defined as a reciprocal relationship between members and
the team in terms of point of view transmission and feedback, assistance to oth-
ers, as well as corresponding point of view acceptance and assistance from others
(Seers, 1989; Seers, Petty, & Cashman, 1995). The quality is used to measure the
exchange of ideas, communication, assistance and support among team mem-

bers, and it is pointed out that it is based on individual abilities and interests and
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needs of other members. Meanwhile, it is emphasized that the reciprocity of the
relationship means that an individual who is treated positively by other members
has the obligation to treat others in the same positive way (Banks, Batchelor, Seers,
O’Boyle Jr., Pollack, & Gower, 2014). However, the quality of team-member ex-
change varies with the content and process of the exchange between individual
members (Liao, Liu, & Loi, 2010). For example, the low quality is based on the
need to complete the task, and the team members with low quality have less re-
turn from the team due to the lack of cooperation, communication and trust. And
high quality in addition to the need to perform the job, there are social emotion
exchange, such as members of the mutual respect and trust each other, treat col-
leagues as friends, etc., as individual members have a high quality team members
exchange, heralding the individuals are more willing to pay for the team effort,
and the corresponding social return, from the team members work to assist each
other, is beneficial to strengthen the team members agreed that, at the same time
also let members aware of the importance of the team (Sherony & Green, 2002).
Therefore, we believe that high-quality team member exchange will make em-
ployees willing to make positive efforts for the development of the team, take the
initiative to find and change problems in the team, and exchange rewards for the
team through their positive performance. However, the low-quality team mem-
ber exchange will make employees avoid social opportunities. Due to the lack of
confidence and support of team members, they will keep silence about problems
or work Suggestions in the team and do not expect the team to reward themselves
for their efforts, thus resulting in silence behavior. These are consistent with the
principle of reciprocity mentioned in social exchange theory (Gouldner, 1960).
In conclusion, based on hypothesis 1, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2: Team-member exchange has a significant negative effect on silence behavior.

H3: Team-member exchange mediates the relationship between workplace lo-

neliness and silence behavior.

2.4. The Moderating Role of Psychological Capital

We think that psychological capital can alleviate some of the negative conse-
quences of workplace loneliness and low-quality team-member exchange. Lu-
thans, Luthans and Luthans (2004) pointed out that positive psychological capi-
tal refers to the four positive psychological abilities of confidence or self-efficacy,
hope, confidence and resilience, which are all psychological states that can be
measured, developed and managed, and enable individuals to achieve more ef-
fective work performance. Self-confidence (or self-efficacy) refers to the degree
of trust an individual has in his/her ability to exert motivation, cognitive re-
sources and action steps to successfully manage a particular task in a given situation
(Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998); Hope refers to a positive motivational state of achieve-
ment based on the interaction between agents (goal-directed vitality) and paths
(plans to achieve goals) (Snyder, Irving, & Anderson, 1991); Optimism can be
defined by the two key dimensions (persistence and universal depth) of people’s
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explanatory styles for good events and bad events. It refers to the positive expla-
natory style in which people attribute good events to internal, lasting and uni-
versal causes and bad events to external, temporary and specific causes (Selig-
man, 2002). Resilience is the ability to recover quickly from adversity. Resilience
is demonstrated by a firm acceptance of reality, a belief in the meaning of life
supported by stable values, and an uncanny ability to cope temporarily and adapt
to major changes (Coutu, 2002; Luthans, Vogelgesang, & Lester, 2006). In con-
clusion, psychological capital, as a positive psychological resource of individuals,
can be used to supplement the shortage of resources for work (Raja, Azeem,
Haq, & Naseer, 2020). When employees’ psychological capital high, can make up
for staff in the workplace loneliness lonely experience, walked out of the loneli-
ness in the workplace and more easily bring the experience of bad due to exter-
nal causes, which can actively looking for a way to solve the present situation,
and believe in yourself can be settled as soon as possible, quickly recover from
the dilemma and adjustment to work best, to offset part of the negative conse-
quences of loneliness. Similarly, when the employee’s psychological capital is
high, it will make up for the lack of resources brought by the low-quality team
member exchange, or supplement the resources of emotional exchange, and the
employee will regain hope and confidence, and believe that he can improve the
quality of team member exchange, thus reducing the negative impact of team
member exchange. Therefore, we make the following assumptions:

H4: Psychological capital negatively moderates the direct effect of workplace
loneliness on silence behavior, that is, the higher the psychological capital, the
weaker the direct effect.

HS5: Psychological capital negatively moderates the indirect effect of workplace
loneliness on silence behavior through team-member exchange, that is, when

psychological capital is higher, the indirect effect is weaker.

3. Methods

3.1. Participants and Procedure

This survey mainly collects data online through questionnaires, and the respon-
dents are all employees of enterprises in south China. Before starting the re-
search, we will contact with employees in the enterprise in advance to briefly in-
form them of the research purpose and process. In order to obtain reasonable
and effective data, this study adopted a three-stage, multi-source paired sample
survey. In this study, data of four variables of the research model were investi-
gated in three times. Data of workplace loneliness was obtained in Time 1; data
of team member exchange was obtained in Time 2; data of employee silence be-
havior and psychological capital were obtained in Time 3. The three surveys were
conducted three months apart to prevent the effect of time effect and ensure the
validity of the data. In the screening of invalid questionnaires, the first criterion
is the completeness of completion. If three options are not answered, it will be

judged as invalid. Secondly, if there are 10 consecutive items answered with the
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same choice, it is also judged to be invalid.

After eliminating the invalid questionnaires, the data of 295 employees were
finally obtained. Among them, 47.8 percent were males and 52.5 percent were
females. Those aged 25 or below accounted for 23.4 percent, those aged 26 - 30
accounted for 30.1 percent, those aged 31 - 35 accounted for 27.2 percent, those
aged 36 - 40 accounted for 8.7 percent, those aged 41 - 45 accounted for 4.8 per-
cent, and those aged 46 or above accounted for 5.8 percent. And, college and ba-
chelor’s degrees accounted for the largest proportion (25.6% and 52.0%, respec-
tively), high school and technical secondary school education below 5.8 percent,
and master’s degree or above 17.6 percent. In addition, two-four years’ working
experience were the most, accounting for 29.8%, those who had worked for more
than 10 years accounted for 21.2%, those who have worked for less than two
years account for 19.2%, those who had worked five to seven years accounted for
15.4%, while those who had worked eight to ten years accounted for 14.4%.
Moreover, the number of subordinates at the grass-roots level was the largest,
accounting for 60.6% of the total, grass-roots managers, accounting for 25.3 per-
cent of the total, middle managers accounted for 13.1% of the total, top man-
agement accounts for 1.0% of the total. In general, the sample distribution is rel-

atively average.

3.2. Measures

Workplace loneliness. Based on the scale of workplace loneliness compiled by
Wright et al. (2006), Chinese scholars Peng et al. (2017) and Chen et al. (2016)
translated the Chinese version of the questionnaire by program and conducted
the research in China, and the internal consistency coefficient is also ideal, re-
spectively 0.87, 0.88. Thus, we adopted the Chinese version of the questionnaire
for research, including 16 questions in this study. Likert scale 5 was used, rang-
ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Team-member exchange. In this study, we cited Seers (1989)’s scale devel-
oped by, with a total of 10 items. The reliability and validity of the scale have
been well verified. Likert scale 5 was used, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree).

Silence behavior. In this study, we used the employee silence scale in the
Tangirala and Ramanujam (2008) study, with a total of 5 questions. It has been
used by Chinese scholars and proved to have good reliability and validity (Li,
Ling, & Liu, 2012). Likert scale 5 was used, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree).

Psychological capital. In this study, we used the Chinese version of psycho-
logical capital scale (pcq-24) compiled by Luthans et al. (2007) and revised by
professor Li. The scale consists of four dimensions of self-efficacy, hope, optim-
ism and resilience of psychological capital. Each dimension is measured by six
items, with a total of 24 items. Likert scale 5 was used, ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
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4. Results

4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

In this study, SPSS 23.0 software was used to conduct correlation analysis on the
main variables and related control variables involved in the study. Pearson cor-
relation coefficient method was used to test the correlation among the variables
in this study. The specific analysis results are shown in Table 1. There is a sig-
nificant negative correlation between workplace loneliness and team-member
exchange (r = —0.22, p < 0.01). There is a significant negative correlation be-
tween team-member exchange and silence behavior (r= —0.35, p < 0.01). There
is a significant positive correlation between workplace loneliness and silence be-
havior (r = 0.27, p < 0.01). There is a significant negative correlation between
psychological capital and silence behavior (r=—0.38, p < 0.01). These results lay

the foundation for the next causal analysis.

4.2. Hypothesis Testing

We used Mplus 7.4 for hypothesis testing, using the method of SEM, and the re-

sults of hypothesis testing are shown in Figure 2.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations.

M SD 1 2 3 4
1) workplace loneliness 4.294 0.375 (0.89)
2) team-member exchange 4.052 0.486 -0.22" (0.85)
3) silence behavior 4.202 0.513 0.27" -0.35" (0.92)
4) psychological capital 4.050 0.755 -0.35" 0.36” -0.38" (0.91)

Note: N=295. Cronbach’s alpha is displayed in parentheses. ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

Psychological
capital

Team-member
exchange

Silence
behavior

Workplace
loneliness

0.48***

Figure 2. Structural equation modeling results.
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We can see that workplace loneliness had a significant negative effect on
team-member exchange (8= —0.27, p < 0.01), Hypothesis 1 thus was supported.
team-member exchange had a significant negative on silence behavior (8= -0.32,
p < 0.01), Hypothesis 2 thus was supported. The indirect effect of workplace lo-
neliness on workplace loneliness through team-member exchange was signifi-
cant (f=—0.13, p < 0.01). And to test the robustness of the mediation effect, we
also employed bootstrapping produces, resampling 5000 times and creating 95%
confidence intervals (Results are shown in Table 2). The indirect effect of workplace
loneliness on workplace loneliness through team-member exchange was signifi-
cant (f=-0.37, p< 0.05, CI = [0.13, 0.29]), Hypothesis 3thus was supported.

Moreover, psychological capital moderated the direct effect of workplace lo-
neliness on silence behavior (B = —0.50, p < 0.05), Hypothesis 4thus was sup-
ported. Psychological capital moderated the indirect effect of workplace loneli-
ness on silence behavior through team-member exchange (S = -0.32, p < 0.01),
Hypothesis 5 thus was supported. To test the robustness of the mediation effect,
we also employed bootstrapping produces, resampling 5,000 times and creating
95% confidence intervals (Results are shown in Table 3). Hypothesis 4 and Hy-
pothesis 5 were further supported.

In order to demonstrate the moderating effect of psychological capital more
intuitively, we draw the moderating effect diagram, as shown in Figure 3 and
Figure 4.

From the above results, it can be seen that the test results of correlation analy-
sis between variables lay a foundation for hypothesis testing. And further causal
analysis between variables and tests of mediating and moderating effects sup-
ported Hypotheses 1-5.

Table 2. Bootstrap test result of mediating effect.

Path Effect 2.5% LLCL 97.5% LLCL
Indirect effect 0.37" 0.13 0.29
Direct effect 0.12" 0.04 0.22

Full 0.49" 0.09 0.31

Note: N'=295. *%*p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

Table 3. Bootstrap test result of moderating effect.

Group Effect 2.5% LLCL  97.5% LLCL
HighPsychological capital (M + 1SD) —-0.52 —-0.02 0.12
Direct effect ~ LowPsychological capital (M — 1SD) -0.14" —-0.05 —0.04
Difference 0.48" 0.01 0.11
HighPsychological capital (M + 1SD) -0.62 -0.03 0.18
Indirect effect ~ LowPsychological capital (M — 1SD) -0.15" —-0.23 —-0.07
Difference 0.77" 0.02 0.18

Note: N=295. *%*p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.
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Figure 3. Interaction between workplace loneliness and psychological capital on silence
behavior.
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Figure 4. Interaction between team-member exchange and psychological capital on si-
lence behavior.

5. Conclusion
5.1. Theoretical Implications

First, through the existing literature review, it can be found that there are few
studies on workplace loneliness in the context of Chinese culture, which means
that there is not enough attention. As a major force of domestic economic de-
velopment, the mental health of workplace employees should be paid attention
to. Starting from the dark side of workplace loneliness, this study involves a new
research field and new focus to explore the negative effects of workplace loneli-
ness, and hopes to attract academic attention and find more ways to alleviate its
negative effects. Second, most previous studies on workplace loneliness have fo-
cused on the relationship between two variables, and the mediating mechanism
has not been further discussed. This study, by introducing the mediating varia-
ble of team-member exchange, reveals the internal influencing mechanism of
workplace loneliness and deepens the research on the formation mechanism of

workplace loneliness.
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5.2. Practical Implications

First of all, employees should pay attention to the harm brought by workplace
loneliness. On the one hand, employees should strengthen their awareness of
workplace loneliness, actively carry out interpersonal communication in the or-
ganization, and effectively prevent workplace loneliness. On the other hand, if
you are troubled by loneliness in the workplace, you should face it with a posi-
tive and optimistic attitude. While adjusting yourself, you can seek help from
your family and friends and communicate with them more often. Secondly, the
organization should strengthen the communication and interaction among em-
ployees, and provide more opportunities for employees to cooperate and help
each other, so that employees can feel the trust between colleagues, so as to pre-
vent workplace loneliness. At the same time, this can also let employees feel the
good atmosphere of the organization, willing to stay in the organization. Finally,
organizations should pay attention to employees’ mental health. The mental
health status of employees directly affects their performance level. A set of men-
tal health security system has been established to enable employees to get rid of

psychological problems and better participate in work.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

First of all, the research samples in this study are mainly from enterprises in
southern China, so the sample extraction is not comprehensive enough, and the
applicability of the research results in other regions of China remains to be tested.
Future studies should enrich the source areas of samples and extract samples
comprehensively, so as to improve the external validity of the research conclu-
sions. Then, in terms of the selection of subjects, due to the time limit, the sam-
ple size collected is limited, so the complete random selection cannot be achieved.
Future studies can further expand the number of subjects. In addition, the research
method of this study is in the form of questionnaire, and there may be a social
approval effect in the responses of subjects, which may have a certain influence
on the research results. Future studies can use tracking data analysis to improve
the study design. Finally, future research should try to explore more possible
mediating variables and regulating variables, and explain their mechanism of ac-

tion from a new theoretical perspective.
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