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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to investigate the role of psychological safety in
the relationship between high performance expectation and territorial behavior. Territorial behaviors refer to the actions people expressed to mark and
defend certain objects that they believe belong to them. Drawing on leadermember exchange theory, we proposed that high performance expectation
negatively affects employees’ territorial behavior through the mechanism of
psychological safety and that this indirect effect is moderated by performance
comparison. We tested our hypotheses using data from 229 employees in Shanghai, China. We found that high performance expectation had a negative indirect effect on employees’ territorial behavior through psychological safety and
performance comparison moderated the indirect relationship. The moderated
mediation relationship was stronger among followers who had lower rather
than higher performance compared to average.

Keywords
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1. Introduction
Territoriality is innate and universal. Within organizations, it is common for
people to claim and defend their control of a variety of physical and social objects (Brown, Lawrence, & Robinson, 2005). Moreover, individuals may form
different territories. They may have a strong attachment to certain objects (i.e.,
workplaces, roles or, relationships) and see it as something that only they can
use (Brown & Menkhoff, 2007). The exclusive ownership will hinder knowledge
DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91010 Jan. 18, 2021
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sharing, reduce interpersonal communication, and injure reputation (Brown et
al., 2005). In contrast, they can still be intensely attached and feel strong ownership over, however, the ownership is not exclusive (Brown & Menkhoff, 2007).
From example, if employees view the entire organization as a territory, they may
consider the ideas, spaces, and relationships as shared or belonging to the organization, rather than the individual. Previous studies have suggested that one way
to reduce individual territorial behavior is to encourage people to view the territories as sharing by the whole organization. Therefore, managers need to take measures to improve employees’ psychological safety and organizational identity, thus
encouraging employees to put more effort to help, improve and defend the organization (Brown & Menkhoff, 2007) rather than occupying territories within
the organization.
There exists an abundance of studies exploring the way to encourage employees
to invest efforts in the organizations, for example, job rewards, social atmosphere,
organizational support, etc. (De Vos, Buyens, & Schalk, 2003; Hui, Lee, & Wang,
2015; Lee, Liu, Rousseau, Hui, & Chen, 2011). However, high performance expectation, a leadership behavior with great magic powers, has been ignored. High performance expectation has been defined as a leadership behavior that the leader’s
expectation for excellence, quality, or high performance on the part of followers (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1990). To explicate whether and
how a leader’s high performance expectation affects employees’ territorial behavior in the workplace, we adopt leader-member exchange theory. In light to leader-member exchange theory, the leader’s high performance expectation to the part
of followers facilitate the formation of the high LMX relationship and give them
greater support and encouragement, which in turn affect employees’ belief of reciprocity and improve their investment in the organization.
Moreover, the study examines the psychological mechanism through which
high performance expectation influences employees’ territorial behavior. Employees
who perceived high performance expectation are likely to form mutual respect that
goes beyond trust, leading to high psychological safety (Walumbwa & Schaubroeck,
2009). Psychological safety refers to the individuals’ perception that they are comfortable being themselves (Edmondson, 1999) and able to show and employ themselves without fear of negative consequences to self-image, status, or career (Kahn,
1990). As an important psychological intervening mechanism linking leader behavior and outcomes (Men et al., 2018), psychological safety is considered to be
closely related to employees’ willingness to communicate with others and “open”
their territories (Brown, Crossley, & Robinson, 2014). Thus, we argue that high
performance expectation implications for the psychological safety of employees,
which, in turn, associates with employees’ territorial behavior.
However, for employees with different levels of performance, the incentive effect of high performance expectation may be different. People always evaluate
their opinions and abilities by comparing with others (Festinger, 1954). In organizations, employees evaluate their relative abilities and status by comparing
DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91010
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with the average team performance—performance comparison. According to
behavioral plasticity theory, there are differences in the degree to which individuals react to the external environment, and the external cues affect their attitudes
and perceptions differently (Pierce, Gardner, Dunham, & Cummings, 1993). Individuals with high ability rely more on their skill to perform their jobs, but less
confident, low ability individuals rely more on their work environments, and
they are more susceptible to the external environment, for better or worse
(Brockner, 1988; Detert & Burris, 2007). Therefore, employees with lower performance comparison may respond more to high performance expectation than
those with higher performance comparison. Then, we tested a moderated mediation model proposing an indirect relationship between high performance expectation and territorial behavior that is mediated by psychological safety and
moderated by performance comparison.
In this study, we mainly investigate whether high performance expectation
can predict territorial behavior through psychological safety. Moreover, we argue that performance comparison may operate as a significant moderator in the
relationship between high performance expectation and psychological safety.
Figure 1 presents this research model.
This study seeks to make three unique contributions. First, we examine the
effect of high performance expectation on territorial behavior in the workplace.
According to LMX theory and psychological safety literatures, we develop a mediation model that links high performance expectation to territorial behavior
through psychological safety. Second, we extend high performance expectation
literature from humanism perspective, we propose that high performance expectation is not only a way to improve employees’ performance, but also contributes to employees’ psychological safety. Finally, in considering employees’ performance comparison as a moderator, we contrast the different types of employees based on their perceived performance compared to average. This will allow managers to concern underperformers for the purpose of enhancing their
psychological safety effectively. Moreover, we identify the performance comparison as a condition that moderates the indirect relationship between high performance expectation and territorial behavior through psychological safety.

2. Theoretical Background
Territorial behaviors
Brown et al. (2005) defined territoriality as an individual’s behavioral expression

Figure 1. Research model.
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of his or her feelings of ownership to a physical or social object. Territorial behaviors are used to construct, communicate, maintain, and restore territories
around those objects in the organization toward which one feels proprietary attachment (Brown et al., 2005). The behaviors divided into two main categories:
marking and defending. Marking refers to the behaviors of organizational members that construct and communicate to others that one has psychological ownership over particular organizational objects. It can be further divided into two
types: identity-oriented marking and control-oriented marking (Brown et al.,
2014). Identity-oriented marking serves to express one’s identity to others in the
organizations. Control-oriented marking is used to communicate to others that
an organizational object has been claimed. By marking this announcement, others in the organization know that certain territories have been claimed (Brown &
Zhu, 2016). However, this claim does not necessarily prevent others from possessing or using the territories, and others may also try to get control of the territory because of its value (Brown et al., 2014). So individuals could engage in
defending behavior to prevent or respond to others’ infringements. Defending
can also be divided into two types: anticipatory defending and reactionary defending. Anticipatory defending serves to maintain a territory by thwarting others’ infringement actions while reactionary defending is used to undermine the
infringement and restore the territory after an infringement (Brown et al., 2005).
Based on the division of territorial behaviors mentioned above, Brown (2009)
developed a territoriality scale which promoted the development of empirical
research on territorial behavior. However, the scale has limitations, such as only
applicable to the physical workplace. Thus, Brown et al. (2014) adapted Brown
(2009)’s measure of claiming and anticipatory defending behavior to apply to a
variety of types of territories. Specifically, Brown et al. (2014) divided the measurement of territorial behavior into two dimensions—claiming behavior and
anticipatory defending behavior to apply to a variety of objects (i.e., workplace,
role, relationship, idea, knowledge and tool).

Territorial behavior and psychological safety
Psychological safety has been defined as individuals’ perceptions of the consequences of taking interpersonal risks in their work environment. It describes a
feeling that individuals are comfortable being themselves (Edmondson, 1999)
and feel able to show and employ oneself without fear of negative consequences
to self-image, status, or career (Kahn, 1990). Notably, Psychological safety can be
studied at three different levels (i.e., individual, team, organization) based on the
research results (Edmondson & Lei, 2014). Following Kark and Carmeli (2009)’s
argument that individual perceptions of the work environment are likely to result in individual behavioral outcomes (i.e., territorial behavior), we conducted
this study on individual-level psychological safety.
Territorial behavior is the consequence of defensive orientation (Wang, Law,
Zhang, Li, & Liang, 2019). By definition, it is a self-other boundary regulation
mechanism that involves marking or communicating an object that is owned by
DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91010
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a person or group and defending territorial infringement (Altman, 1975). This
perception highlights that the establishment of physical and social boundaries
through territorial behavior can help people protect valuable objects and prevent
unwanted intrusions (Brown, 2009). In particular, when individuals face unsafe
factors or psychological threats (Kahn, 1990) which involves an undesired environment that diminishes predictability and threatens one’s sense of control (Tangirala & Alge, 2006; Tu, Lu, Choi, & Guo, 2018), they will reinforce self-protection to ensure their status and career in organization (Ford, 1996; Rogers, 1957).
Therefore, one of the effective ways to reduce workplace territorial behavior is to
enhance employees’ psychological safety.
Psychological safety is meant to suggest a sense of confidence that stems from
mutual respect and trust among team members (Edmondson, 1999). It describes
individuals’ perception of the reduction of uncertainty and ambiguity in social
interactions (Gong, Cheung, Wang, & Huang, 2012). The previous study has
argued that psychological safety helps people overcome defensiveness against
uncertainly in real life (Schein, 1985). When employees perceived psychological
safety, they may assume that others are unlikely to infringe on their possessions,
and thus, territorial behavior is unnecessary. Rely on mutual respect and trust,
team members gain the benefits of cooperate and freely share resources with
their coworkers, with little risk of losing ownership (Brown et al., 2014). Moreover, Edmondson, Kramer, and Cook (2004) argued that psychological safety encourages employees to contribute their ideas and actions to collective work. Therefore, if the employees perceived safety, controllable environment and favorable
interpersonal relationships in the organization, they are more likely to break territorial boundaries, reduce defensiveness and contribute the resources to the organization. In contrast, when employees perceived psychological unsafety, they
may anticipate that sharing the resource may not result in personal gains but
risk loss of control over their possessions, and thus, they may maintain control
the resources and mitigate the risk (Brown et al., 2014). This argument is consistent with the findings of Brown et al. (2014) that a high trust environment
(with trust defined similarly to psychological safety, as the one will not be harmed
by another) (Detert & Burris, 2007) reduces the territorial behavior associated
with psychological ownership. Specifically, we predict:
Hypothesis 1: Psychological safety is negatively related to territorial behavior.

High performance expectation and psychological safety
Psychological safety reflects the belief that engaging in risky behaviors (like
sharing resources to others) will not lead to personal harm (Detert & Burris, 2007).
Put simply, employees who fear territories ownership losses are likely to choose
territorial behavior. Researches have suggested that leader behavior contributes
to feelings of psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999). Edmondson et al. (2004)
argued that when leaders showed openness, availability, and accessibility, employees are likely to feel psychological safety at work. However, high performance expectation, a leader behavior with great potential power, has been igDOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91010
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nored. High performance expectation reflects the leader’s expectation for excellence, quality or high performance on the part of followers (Podsakoff et al.,
1990). Research on the Pygmalion effect had found that individuals who face
high performance expectation show greater effort and performance than others
(Sutton & Woodman, 1989). This is in part because high performance expectations lead superiors to interact with performers differently (Dai, Dietvorst, Tuckfield, Milkman, & Schweitzer, 2017). When a leader has more positive performance expectations for a particular subordinate, she or he will like that subordinate more (Whiteley, Sy, & Johnson, 2012).
The affect/effort theory proposed by Rosenthal (1989) for the mediation of
interpersonal expectancy effects argued that the way leaders treat high expectancy employees in line with the principles of LMX theory (Bezuijen, van den
Berg, van Dam, & Thierry, 2009). Based on the LMX theory, the leader develops
different quality relationships with subordinates by the division of in-group and
out-group members. The in-group members received greater support, guidance,
and encouragement from leaders. They were usually given more challenging assignments and more opportunities for personal growth and learning (Boies &
Howell, 2006; Liden & Graen, 1980). Specifically, the leader’s high performance
expectation to the part of followers facilitates the formation of the high LMX relationship, high mutual trust, and high interaction, which improve subordinates’
psychological perception. In turn, the followers trust their leader has sufficient
ability, benevolence, and integrity, thus they will be more comfortable about engaging in interpersonal risk taking under the leader’s support and affirmation
(Edmondson et al., 2004; Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). Moreover, the leader’s high performance expectation promotes the high self-expectation of employees, that is, the beliefs about their abilities to complete the given tasks effectively (Eden, 1990). Compared to in-group members, the out-group members
receive little support and guidance and formed low LMX relationships, thus,
they lack resources and confidences to perform. The uncertain environment reduces their psychological safety. We therefore predict:
Hypothesis 2: High performance expectation is positively related to psychological safety.
Taking H1 and H2 together, we posit that psychological safety is a crucial bridge
linking high performance expectation to territorial behavior. According to LMX
theory, high performance expectations promote high levels of reciprocal trust
and respect, and improve employees’ psychological safety perceptions, thus, employees respond to the better treatment with the investment of resources and
energy (Gerstner & Day, 1997) rather than occupying the territories within the
organization. Therefore, employees who perceived high performance expectation engaged in less territorial behavior because they are psychologically safety.
Then, we predict:
Hypothesis 3: high performance expectation has a negative indirect effect on
territorial behavior through psychological safety.
DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91010
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The Moderate Effects of Performance Comparison
Although high performance expectation has a significant impact on improving employees’ psychological perception, the influence degree is likely to vary as
a function of performance comparison. Performance comparison is a pervasive
psychological phenomenon in human social life and embedded deeply in organization life (Greenberg, Ashton-James, & Ashkanasy, 2007). Notably, individuals
inevitably compare with others in their work team to form self-evaluation. Performance comparison in this study reflects a subjective evaluation by comparing
performance with average team performance. As similar with average across
LMX, the choice of average team performance as the comparison referent is
concerned with individuals’ relative standing in the team because comparing with
only one or small porting of the team members is unlikely to provide such information (Hu & Liden, 2013). In addition, some social comparison theorists
have also found that people tend to choose “average” or the whole team as the
referent point and evaluate whether they are better or worse than average (Blanton, Buunk, Gibbons, & Kuyper, 1999; Moore, 2007). When perceived performance is higher than average team performance, individuals could get positive
self-evaluation, higher organizational status and feel more confident about their
ability (Blanton et al., 1999; Detert & Burris, 2007).
Schein and Bennis (1965) described psychological safety as “the perception of
one can take chances” which indicated two main sources of psychological safety—feelings of their environment and the ability to cope with the change
(Aranzamendez, James, & Toms, 2014). For the individuals with high performance comparison, they have enough confidence to tackle with the uncertainty
and overcome the insecurity factors. Conversely, individuals with low performance comparison than average may lack personal confidence or job security.
According to behavioral plasticity theory, there are differences in the degree to
which individuals react to the external environment (Pierce et al., 1993), individuals with high ability are more adaptable and rely more on their skills to perform their jobs, while those with low ability rely more on their work environments (Schuler, 1977). Therefore, employees with low performance comparison
have a stronger response to the high performance expectation of leaders. This
argument is consistent with prior research suggesting that employees with low
self-esteem might respond more to positive expectation leadership and gain a
larger increase in performance than those with higher self-esteem. In keeping
with the argument that the Pygmalion effect was larger when involving underachievers or those with lower self-efficacy (McNatt, 2000), the path from high
performance expectation to psychological safety is stronger for low performance
comparison. Accordingly, we hypothesize:
Hypothesis 4: Performance comparison moderates the relationship between
high performance expectation and psychological safety. Such that the positive
relationship between high performance expectation and psychological safety will
be stronger among followers with low performance comparison.
DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91010
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Moderated mediation relationship
Taken as a whole, performance comparison moderates the relationship between high performance expectation and psychological safety, it is also likely
that performance comparison will conditionally influence the strength of the indirect relation between high performance expectation and territorial behavior,
thereby demonstrating a pattern of moderated mediation between the variables
in our study. Because we predict a weak (strong) relation between high performance expectation and psychological safety in a high (low) performance comparison, we hypothesize the following:
Hypothesis 5: Performance comparison moderates the relationship between
high performance expectation and territorial behavior via psychological safety.
Such that the mediating effect of psychological safety will be stronger among
followers with low performance comparison.

3. Method
Sample and Procedure
The sample used in this study consists of 350 employees from three enterprises in Shanghai. A cover letter attached to each questionnaire explained the objectives and procedures of the survey, which ensured anonymity and confidentiality. The questionnaires consisted of self-reported high performance expectation of leaders, psychological safety, performance comparison, and territorial
behavior. The scales were originally constructed in English. To assure equivalence of the measures in the Chinese and the English versions of the survey instrument, we performed a standard translation and back-translation procedure
(Brislin, 1980).
We collected 297 questionnaires, of which 229 are valid with an effective rate
of 65.42%. Of the respondents, 65.9% were female, 76.7% had a bachelor’s degree or above, the mean age was 30 years old, the average monthly pretax income was 6991 yuan, and the average working time with their superiors is 22.97
months.

Measures
The participants responded to each of the following items using a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) unless
otherwise noted.

Territorial behavior. Territorial behavior was measured using a six-item scale
instrument developed by Brown et al. (2014). A sample item was “I hide some
‘work’ details or tricks to keep others from understanding it.” The scale’s reliability was 0.832.
High performance expectation. We measured high performance expectation
using a three-item scale instrument by Podsakoff et al. (1990). A sample item
was “The superior have high performance requirements for me.” The scale’s reliability was 0.825.
Psychological safety. Psychological safety was measured by a seven-item scale
DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91010
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by Edmondson (1999). A sample item was “This department can accept members to take risks.” The scale’s reliability was 0.758.
Performance comparison. We adapted Williams and Anderson (1991)’s fouritem scale of performance to measure employees perceived performance compared with average team performance. A sample item was “I can finish my work
better compared to the team average.” The scale’s reliability was 0.916.
Control Variables. Previous studies have shown that certain socio-demographic
variables like gender can affect territorial behavior (Mercer & Benjamin, 1980).
Thus, we speculated that territorial behavior is also likely to be influenced by
other relevant demographic characteristics. In the current research, employees were asked to report the gender (1 = male, 2 = female), age, education (1
= primary school, 2 = junior middle school, 3 = high school or technical secondary school, 4 = junior college, 5 = bachelor’s degree, 6 = master’s degree, 7
= PhD), monthly income before tax, working experience with current supervisor.

Analysis method
We use Mplus 7.4 for confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test the validity of
variable measurement. Then, SPSS 20.0 software was used to conduct descriptive
statistics and correlation analysis on the variables involved in this study. Finally,
we used SPSS 20.0 and Mplus 7.4 to test the hypothesis.

4. Results
Preliminary analyses
We conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses using Mplus 7.4 to
examine the construct validity of our measures. As shown in Table 1, results
showed that the hypothesized four-factor model provided a better fit to the data
than any other models, indicating support for the distinctiveness of the constructs in the study.
Since the data of the study were collected through self-report measures, common method bias could inflate the perceived relationships. We then performed
the common latent factor approach to examine the common method bias
(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Specifically, the method uses a
Table 1. Results of confirmatory factor analysis of the measurement models.
Measurement models

χ2

DF

RMSEA

CFI

TLI

SRMR

Five-factor model: four factor and CLF

135.031

59

0.075

0.948

0.931

0.076

Four-factor

117.505

59

0.066

0.960

0.947

0.065

Three-factor (combined PS and TB into one factor)

304.064

62

0.131

0.834

0.792

0.100

Two-factor (combined PS and TB into one factor, and
combined HPE and PC into one factor)

533.787

64

0.179

0.678

0.608

0.136

One factor (combined all items into one factor)

729.270

65

0.211

0.545

0.454

0.163

Note. N = 229. PS = psychological safety; TB = territorial behavior; HPE = high performance expectation; PC = performance
comparison. CLF means a common latent factor.
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common latent factor (CLF) to capture the common variance among all observed variables in the model. The results showed that adding a common method factor did not increase the model fit significantly. The variation ranges of
RMSEA, CFI, TLI, and SRMR are all below 0.02 (Table 1). Thus, common method bias was not found to be a serious problem in the present study.
We next conducted analyses to decide whether it was necessary to control all
demographic characteristics. By eliminating control variables uncorrelated with
the dependent variables, we avoided potential spurious effects that controls may
have when they are significantly related to the predictor, but not the criterion
variables (Kraimer, Seibert, Wayne, Liden, & Bravo, 2011). In separate regression equations in which territorial behavior was regressed on these five potential
control variables, monthly income before tax, gender, and Working experience
with current supervisor significantly predicted territorial behavior. We thus
controlled for them.

Descriptive Statistics
The means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s alpha, and correlations of the variables were presented in Table 2. As the results suggested, high performance
expectation was positively related to psychological safety; psychological safety
was negatively correlated with territorial behavior.

Tests of Hypotheses
Hypotheses 1 posits that psychological safety is negatively related to territorial
behavior, and Hypotheses 2 proposes a positive relationship between high performance expectation and psychological safety. As shown in Table 3, Model 2
indicates that psychological safety is negatively associated with territorial behavior (β = −0.281, p < 0.010), thereby confirming Hypotheses 1. The Model 3
supports Hypotheses 2, that is, high performance expectation is positively related to psychological safety (β = 0.24, p < 0.001).
Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables.
Variables

M

SD

1

2

3

1. Education

4.834

0.700

—

2. Monthly income before tax

6.991

3.100

0.311***

—

3. Gender

1.659

0.475

0.001

−0.136*

—

4. Age

29.983

4.947

−0.084

0.311***

−0.016

—

5. Working experience with
current supervisor

22.965

21.213

−0.036

0.213**

−0.023

0.207**

—

6. High performance expectation

3.613

0.811

0.193**

0.175**

0.024

0.007

0.023

(0.825)

7. Psychological safety

3.853

0.551

0.180**

0.073

0.181** −0.170** −0.055

0.364***

8. Performance comparison

3.978

0.648

0.142*

0.138*

9. Territorial behavior

2.366

0.763

0.051

0.054

0.248*** −0.191**

4

5

0.064

−0.016

0.110

0.174**

6

7

9

(0.758)

0.352*** 0.302***
0.062

8

0.181**

(0.916)
0.126

(0.832)

Notes. N = 229. Internal consistency estimates (alphas) are on the diagonal; *p < 0.050, **p < 0.010.
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Table 3. Results of hierarchical regression analysis.
Territorial behavior

Variables

Psychological safety

M1

M2

M3

M4

M5

Monthly income before tax

0.047**

0.05**

0.009

0.006

0.005

Gender

−0.261*

−0.203*

0.206**

0.194**

0.192**

Working experience with current
supervisor

0.005*

0.004

−0.002

−0.002

−0.001

High performance expectation

0.028

0.095

0.24***

0.198***

0.21***

0.158**

0.131*

Psychological safety

−0.281**

Performance comparison
HPR * PC

−0.123*

R

0.103

0.137

0.168

0.198

0.217

∆R

0.087

0.118**

0.153***

0.180**

0.196*

F

6.436***

7.099***

11.312***

11.002***

10.277***

2
2

Notes. N = 229. *p < 0.050, **p < 0.010.

Hypotheses 3 depicted the indirect effect of high performance expectation on
territorial behavior through psychological safety. We used nonparametric bootstrap methods (Edwards & Lambert, 2007) to compute the 95% bias-corrected
Confidence Interval (CI) of the indirect effect. The bootstrapping results show
that the indirect effect of high performance expectation on territorial behavior
via psychological safety (β = −0.07, 95% CI [−0.127, −0.029]) was negative and
significant. Therefore, Hypotheses 3 was supported.
Hypotheses 4 predicts that performance comparison moderates the relationship between high performance expectation and psychological safety. The regression results of Model 5 indicates that the interaction between high performance expectation and performance comparison is a significant, negative predictor of psychological safety (β = −0.123, p < 0.05). We drew an interaction plot
following the procedures recommended by Dawson (2014). As shown in Figure
2, simple slope test results show that the effect of high performance expectation
on psychological safety was more pronounced and positive with lower rather
than higher performance comparison, thereby supporting Hypotheses 4.
Hypotheses 5 posits that performance comparison moderates the indirect effect of high performance expectation on territorial behavior through psychological safety. Following the suggestions of (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007), we
used the Mplus 7.4 to examine the conditional indirect effects. As presented in
Table 4, the conditional indirect effect for high performance expectation was
stronger when the performance comparison is low (β = −0.072, 95% CI [−0.157,
−0.021]) rather than high (β = −0.032, 95% CI [−0.082, −0.005]). Moreover, the
difference between the indirect relationships was significant, with bootstrapping
95% CI being (0.002, 0.120) excluding zero. Therefore, our results supported the
moderated mediation model.
DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91010

150

Open Journal of Social Sciences

N. Li

Figure 2. Interaction plot of high performance expectation and performance comparison
predicting psychological safety.
Table 4. Indirect effects of high performance expectation on territorial behavior.
Territorial behavior

Level of moderator

β

SE

95% CI

High (+1 SD)

−0.032

0.019

(−0.082, −0.005)

Low (−1 SD)

−0.072

0.034

(−0.157, −0.021)

DIFF

0.041

0.029

(0.002, 0.120)

Note. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. CI, confidence interval.

Summary of hypothesis test results
The results of hypothesis test show that all the hypotheses mentioned in this
paper are supported by data. This study found the relationship between high
performance expectation and territorial behavior through psychological safety,
and this relationship was moderated by the performance comparison.

5. Conclusion
The findings of this study showed the psychological safety was positively related
to high performance expectation and negatively related to territorial behavior.
We link high performance expectation to territorial behavior via psychological
safety. Furthermore, we found the effect of high performance expectation on psychological safety was moderated by performance comparison. The positive relationship between high performance expectation and psychological safety was
stronger among employees who had low rather than high performance compared
to average. Finally, we examined the moderated mediation model that the effect
size of high performance expectation on territorial behavior through psychological
safety was moderated by the boundary condition of performance comparison.
1) Theoretical implications
Our study has several theoretical implications. First, our study extends the reDOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91010
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searches on antecedent variables of territorial behavior. Previous works regarding the exploration of antecedent variables of territorial behavior mostly centered on psychological ownership as a key psychological foundation (Brown et
al., 2005, 2014). Nevertheless, leaders, as the organizational agent (Coyle-Shapiro
& Shore, 2007), has generally been left unexplored. Thom-Santelli (2009) suggested
that workplace territorial expressions could be influenced by leader behaviors.
Echoing the calls for exploring the leadership factors, this study demonstrated
the indirect relationship between high performance expectation and territorial
behavior. Moreover, we found psychological safety to be a crucial intervening
variable in the high performance expectation-territorial behavior relation. Drawing on LMX theory and psychological safety literature, high performance expectation can enhance the development of employees’ psychological safety, which in
turn will reduce individual territorial behavior in the workplace.
Second, our results contribute to both the high performance expectation and
psychological safety literature. Although studies of Pygmalion effect (Sutton &
Woodman, 1989) and goal-setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1990) have confirmed that high performance expectation has an important impact on the improvement of work performance, little attention discussed the meaning of high
performance expectation of the supervisor from humanism perspective. The
present research demonstrated the positive relationship between high performance expectation and psychological safety.
Third, this study showed that the relationship between high performance expectation and psychological safety was conditional on the performance comparison. When the individuals’ performance comparison is lower, high performance
expectation has a greater influence on psychological safety. Previous studies of
the process and mechanisms by which high performance expectation influences
followers’ performance have examined the underachievers or those with lower
self-efficacy react stronger on Pygmalion effect (McNatt, 2000). In keeping this
argument, our study adopted empirical method to verify the conclusion. Moreover, in focusing on moderating effect, our model helps explain both how high
performance expectation influences individuals’ territorial behavior, and for
whom the high performance expectation can have the greatest effect. We found
the indirect relationship between high performance expectation and territorial
behavior through psychological safety to be contingent on individual differences
in performance comparison.
2) Practical implications
Our study also provides some implications for managerial practices. One straightforward lesson from this study is that high performance expectation can enhance
the development of employees’ psychological safety, which in turn will reduce
individual territorial behavior in the workplace. Therefore, high performance
expectation is an effective incentive means to encourage employees to reduce individual territorial behavior and invest their resources and energy in the organization. Besides, organizations could take other measures to improve employees’
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psychological safety perception. For example, developing supportive, open, transformational and inclusive leadership styles (Edmondson, 1999) or managing subordinates’ adventure and error (Kahn, 1990).
In addition, this study found that high performance expectation is an effective
way to enhance employees’ psychological safety. We concluded that high performance expectation is not only a way to improve employees’ performance (Locke,
1990), but also contributes to the improvement of employees’ psychological
safety. Therefore, organization managers should recognize the possible power
and influence of high performance expectation, support and communicate common beliefs to increase employees’ motivation and effort and help them achieve
that potential (McNatt, 2000).
Finally, our findings on the moderator role of performance comparison suggest that the impact of leader’s high performance expectation to territorial behavior through psychological safety varies with different individuals. Therefore,
leaders should “teach according to their aptitude”, pay more attention to those
who have low performance evaluation, and give them high performance expectation and encouragement. Such could make employees feel strong psychological
safety, further heighten inhibitory effect on territorial behavior.
3) Limitations and future research
This study also has some potential limitations. First, our examples of high performance expectation, psychological safety, performance comparison, and territorial behavior came from the same source, which inevitably leads to a certain
degree of common method variance. The purpose of this study was to explore
the effect of employee perceived high performance expectation on territorial behavior, which seems to be more appropriate for self-reported measures of all
constructs. Although we have taken steps to reduce and examine this issue, future research should examine our findings using multiple sources of data. Second,
because our research was cross-sectional, we are unable to draw strong causal
inferences regarding the variables’ relationships. Although we had strong theoretical and logical reasons for causality, alternative causal models may be plausible. Therefore, longitudinal research designs are needed for future research.
Third, the data were collected from three enterprises from Shanghai, which limited the generalizability of our results. Thus, future research should use samples from different regions, even different countries or conduct targeted survey
for a single industry or region to enhance the external validity of the study, and
further verify the conclusions.
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