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Abstract
Drawing on Person–Environment Fit Theory and Social Exchange Theory, this study examined the effects of 
supervisor–subordinate congruence in emotional appraisal ability on unethical pro-supervisor behavior and its 
underlying mechanism. Specifically, the results of a scenario simulation experiment and a multiphasic questionnaire 
design showed that (1) Congruence in supervisor-subordinate emotional appraisal ability promotes supervisor-
subordinate guanxi and unethical pro-supervisor behavior more effectively than situations of incongruence. (2) 
In congruence situations, high supervisor-high subordinate emotional appraisal ability is more likely to promote 
supervisor-subordinate guanxi and unethical pro-supervisor behavior than low supervisor-low subordinate 
emotional appraisal ability. (3) In incongruence situations, a scenario experiment (Study 1) showed that low 
supervisor - high subordinate emotional appraisal ability is more likely to promote supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
and unethical pro-supervisor behavior than high supervisor - low subordinate emotional appraisal ability; however, 
this asymmetric effect on supervisor-subordinate guanxi was not replicated in the questionnaire survey (Study 2). 
(4) Supervisor-subordinate guanxi mediates between supervisor-subordinate emotional appraisal ability congruence 
and unethical pro-supervisor behavior. (5) The moderating effect of subordinate’s gender on the congruence 
of emotional appraisal ability through the mediating effect of supervisor-subordinate guanxi on unethical pro-
supervisor behavior is not significant.
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​​Introduction
In recent years, researchers have observed that employ-
ees may engage in unethical behavior not only for self-
serving but also for altruistic motives [1–3]. Specifically, 
employee behavior that violates laws, regulations, or 
social and moral norms to protect the supervisor’s inter-
ests is referred to as Unethical Pro-supervisor Behavior 
(UPSB) [1]. In the short term, such behavior may yield 
immediate benefits for the supervisor. However, in the 
long run, it can lead to substantial costs for the organiza-
tion. For instance, it may hinder the timely resolution of 
potentially serious issues and damage the organization’s 
external reputation [4]. Therefore, it is crucial to address 
and implement measures to prevent employees from 
engaging in unethical pro-supervisor behavior.

Unethical pro-supervisor behavior comprises two fun-
damental components [1–3]. First, by definition, UPSB 
is inherently unethical, carrying the same moral valence 
as other forms of unethical conduct. Second, its underly-
ing intention is pro-supervisor, indicating that employees 
engage in such acts primarily to benefit their supervisor 
rather than to serve their own interests. Importantly, 
these actions are neither formally mandated nor explic-
itly sanctioned by the organization or the supervisor [5, 
6]. To further delineate the conceptual boundaries of 
UPSB, the present study adopts the definition of unethi-
cal pro-supervisor behavior advanced by Umphress et al. 
(2010) [5], which delineates three boundary conditions. 
First, with regard to its nature, UPSB constitutes employ-
ees’ voluntary and intentional acts. It does not stem from 
accidents, mistakes, or misunderstandings. Second, with 
respect to motivation, the primary purpose of engag-
ing in UPSB is to protect or benefit one’s supervisor. If 
a subordinate performs unethical acts solely out of self-
interest—and such acts incidentally yield benefits to the 
supervisor—those actions cannot be classified as UPSB. 
Finally, in terms of outcomes, although UPSB may appear 
advantageous in the short term or at the individual 
supervisor level, it ultimately inflicts harm on the orga-
nization over the long term. The negative consequences 
arising from such behavior must ultimately be borne by 
the supervisor and the organization at large.

Currently, research on the antecedents of unethi-
cal pro-supervisor behavior has focused primarily on 
two relatively distinct dimensions: individual factors [1] 
and environmental factors [7]. However, according to 
person-environment fit theory, individual behavior is 
a function of the interplay between personal attributes 
and situational conditions [8]. A subordinate’s behavior 
is shaped not only by the independent effects of their 
own attributes and those of the supervisor, but also by 
the interplay and even the congruence between the two 
[9, 10]. Hence, it is necessary to examine the influence of 
supervisor-subordinate fit on the emergence of unethical 

pro-supervisor behavior. A study published in the Har-
vard Business Review (2019) pointed out that there is 
a latent influence of supervisors’ emotional traits on 
their subordinates, further emphasizing that achieving 
“dynamic resonance” between a supervisor’s and a subor-
dinate’s emotions carries practical significance for shap-
ing both subordinate and supervisor behavior.

Unfortunately, there has not yet been an interpreta-
tion of the antecedents of UPSB from the perspective of 
congruence between individual and supervisor emotional 
appraisal abilities. To address this gap, the present study 
explores the factors that contribute to the formation of 
UPSB by focusing on the congruence between employees’ 
and supervisors’ emotional appraisal ability. Emotional 
appraisal ability(EAA) refers to an individual’s ability to 
perceive and understand others’ emotions as well as to be 
able to perform appropriate behaviors in work and life by 
appraising and understanding others’ emotions, which is 
one of the dimensions of emotional intelligence [11].

The present study selects the congruence of emotional 
appraisal ability between supervisor and subordinates 
as an antecedent of unethical pro-supervisor behavior, 
given the conceptual and logical alignment between this 
variable and the behavioral mechanism underlying UPSB. 
Unlike comparatively stable traits such as moral reason-
ing or personal values, emotional appraisal ability consti-
tutes a form of emotional processing and interpersonal 
perceptual capacity. Its core function lies in accurately 
recognizing, understanding, and responding to others’ 
emotional cues [11–13], as opposed to involving value-
based moral judgments. The defining feature of UPSB is 
that it constitutes altruistic yet unethical conduct driven 
by interpersonal emotional bonds [1–5]. The occurrence 
of such behavior does not stem from value congruence or 
moral identification but rather from subordinates’ acute 
sensitivity to their supervisors’ emotional needs and 
their proactive efforts to meet those needs. This behav-
ioral mechanism corresponds closely with the functional 
essence of emotional appraisal ability. Accordingly, this 
study positions the supervisor–subordinate EAA congru-
ence as an explanatory factor in accounting for the occur-
rence of UPSB.

To further clarify the logical pathway between super-
visor-subordinate emotion appraisal abilities congruence 
and unethical pro-supervisor behavior, this study inves-
tigates the underlying mechanisms involved. Through 
a review of the existing literature, we propose that the 
supervisor-subordinate guanxi may serve as a mediating 
mechanism. On the one hand, the Individual-Environ-
ment Fit Theory posits that similarity in characteristics, 
such as personality, can foster convergent thinking styles 
between interacting individuals, thereby diminishing 
psychological distance and fortifying relational bonds 
[14–16]. Specifically, congruence in emotion appraisal 



Page 3 of 21Huang et al. BMC Psychology         (2026) 14:1026 

abilities between supervisors and subordinates can effec-
tively facilitate communication and interaction, thereby 
cultivating a more robust supervisor-subordinate guanxi. 
On the other hand, those who develop high-quality rela-
tionships with their supervisors are more likely to receive 
certain privileges and advantages compared to employ-
ees with low-quality relationships [17]. According to the 
reciprocity principle of social exchange theory, employ-
ees with high-quality relationships are likely to recipro-
cate the preferential treatment they receive from their 
supervisors through their work. For example, they may 
prioritize protecting their supervisor’s interests, even in 
situations that conflict with societal morals, by engaging 
in unethical pro-supervisor behaviors.

Furthermore, does the aforementioned pathway exhibit 
stability across genders? Brackett et al. (2006) [18]empha-
sized the importance of considering gender in mod-
els concerning emotional intelligence research. Social 
norms prescribe stronger communal role expectations 
for women, stressing affiliation, empathy, and emotional 
maintenance [19, 20]. Such normative pressures lead 
female employees to engage more intensively in emo-
tional labor within the workplace, actively managing oth-
ers’ emotions to maintain interpersonal harmony [21, 22].
Consequently, when faced with identical emotional cues 
from their supervisors, female subordinates may devote 
greater cognitive resources to interpreting those signals. 
In contrast, male subordinates are bound by social role 
norms that discourage overt emotional expression [23]. 
They tend to demonstrate comparatively muted emo-
tional engagement even when possessing high emotional 
appraisal ability [24].Therefore, this study posits that this 
pathway may not be invariant across genders: when the 
subordinate is female, she is more likely to detect the 
supervisor’s emotional fluctuations with greater acuity 
and to address the supervisor’s emotional needs more 
accurately and with greater alacrity. Such attunement 
facilitates the development of high-quality supervisor–
subordinate guanxi, which in turn may heighten the pro-
pensity to enact in unethical pro-supervisor behaviors.

In summary, the present study aims to examine the 
relationship between supervisor-subordinate emotional 
appraisal ability congruence and unethical pro-supervi-
sor behavior, along with the mechanisms underlying this 
association. Specifically, based on individual-environ-
ment fit theory and social exchange theory, the present 
study investigates the effects of supervisor-subordinate 
emotional appraisal ability congruence on unethical 
pro-supervisor behaviors, and explores the role of 
supervisor-subordinate guanxi and subordinate gender. 
The present study contributes to extending the anteced-
ents of unethical pro-supervisor behaviors in organiza-
tions and provides practical suggestions for reducing 

unethical pro-supervisor behaviors from a dual-matching 
perspective.

Categories of congruence between supervisors’ and 
subordinates’ emotional appraisal ability
Emotional appraisal ability may be distinguished by refer-
ent into supervisor emotional appraisal ability and subor-
dinate emotional appraisal ability. Supervisor emotional 
appraisal ability refers to a supervisor’s ability to per-
ceive and interpret the emotions of their subordinates, 
while subordinate emotional appraisal ability pertains to 
a subordinate’s ability to perceive and interpret the emo-
tions of their supervisor. Based on the relative levels of 
this ability exhibited by supervisors and subordinates, 
four dyadic configurations emerge. Congruence occurs 
in two scenarios: (1) high supervisor emotional appraisal 
ability paired with high subordinate emotional appraisal 
ability, and (2) low supervisor emotional appraisal ability 
paired with low subordinate emotional appraisal ability. 
Incongruence likewise encompasses two scenarios: (3) 
high supervisor emotional appraisal ability paired with 
low subordinate emotional appraisal ability, and (4) low 
supervisor emotional appraisal ability paired with high 
subordinate emotional appraisal ability.

Congruence of emotional appraisal ability, supervisor-
subordinate guanxi, and unethical pro-supervisor behavior
At present, two primary variables are used to describe 
supervisor-subordinate interactions: “Leader-Member 
Exchange (LMX)” [17], proposed by Western scholars, 
and “Supervisor-Subordinate Guanxi (SSG)” [25], intro-
duced by Eastern scholars. LMX emphasizes the overall 
quality of the exchange relationship in the workplace, 
representing the formal working relationship between 
supervisors and subordinates [17]. SSG refers to the per-
sonal relationship between supervisors and subordinates 
through informal social interactions. It extends beyond 
the formal work relationship to include private and emo-
tional interactions outside the workplace, incorporating 
elements of social interaction such as dining together and 
exchanging greetings [25]. As the cultural context of the 
study is based on the Chinese context, SSG is considered 
a more culturally appropriate representation of supervi-
sor-subordinate relationships than LMX. Therefore, the 
variable of Supervisor-Subordinate Guanxi (SSG) was 
selected for this study.

Based on the perspective of supplementary fit in per-
son-environment theories, individuals who achieve 
congruence between their needs and the environment’s 
supplies are more likely to experience positive cogni-
tive states [15, 26, 27]. This suggests that when subordi-
nates and supervisors exhibit high congruence in certain 
aspects, subordinates are more likely to demonstrate 
strong adaptability and flexible cognitive states in the 
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H1b: Congruence in supervisor–subordinate 
emotional appraisal ability is more conducive to 
promoting subordinates’ unethical pro-supervisor 
behavior than incongruence.

According to the principle of individual-environmental 
supply-demand complementarity matching, congru-
ence between high supervisor emotion appraisal ability 
and high subordinate emotion appraisal ability enables 
both parties to better understand each other’s emotional 
changes and cognitive tendencies. This congruence fos-
ters an “emotional consensus,” facilitating smoother inter-
actions and deeper mutual understanding [33, 34]. For 
subordinates, supervisors with high emotional appraisal 
ability can effectively detect and comprehend their sub-
ordinates’ emotional changes and needs, providing timely 
care and assistance when required [11, 35]. In addition, 
such supervisors adopt socialization strategies that align 
with their subordinates’ expectations, enhancing their 
subordinates’ work experiences [36]. Such behaviors 
reduce the psychological distance between supervisors 
and subordinates, which is conducive to the establish-
ment of constructive supervisor-subordinate relation-
ships. For supervisors, subordinates with high emotional 
appraisal ability can accurately perceive and interpret 
changes in their supervisors’ emotions and needs, adapt-
ing their actions to assist supervisors in achieving their 
objectives [37]. This adaptability and responsiveness 
make such subordinates more likely to gain the trust and 
support of their supervisors. The resulting effective inter-
actions foster psychological empathy between supervi-
sors and subordinates [38], which in turn facilitates the 
development of high-quality supervisor-subordinate 
relationships.

On the contrary, when both supervisor and subordinate 
exhibit low emotional appraisal ability, the supervisor is 
unable to accurately discern the subordinate’s emotional 
shifts. Likewise, the subordinate fails to detect the super-
visor’s emotional fluctuations. Such interactions result 
in inefficient communication patterns that fail to satisfy 
the mutual compatibility requirement of the supplemen-
tary fit principle [28]. Within this context, the supervi-
sor and subordinate are in a state of ambiguity regarding 
each other’s behavioral intentions and cognitive tenden-
cies [29]. As a result, they fail to achieve psychological 
resonance, making it difficult to establish a high-quality 
supervisor-subordinate relationship. Furthermore, previ-
ous studies have also shown that when there is low effi-
ciency in supervisor-subordinate congruence, it is more 
likely to result in a lower sense of belonging for the sub-
ordinate [39]. In summary, the following hypotheses are 
proposed:

given context, ultimately enhancing their work behaviors 
and overall performance [16]. Specifically, congruence in 
supervisor–subordinate emotional appraisal ability sig-
nals a harmonious alignment of interpersonal attributes, 
thereby enabling frictionless communication and mutu-
ally attuned interactions. Such congruence enhances 
mutual satisfaction within the relationship [15]. These 
positive interactions naturally place the subordinate in 
a state of satisfaction and positivity at work, thus facili-
tating the cultivation of a high-quality supervisor–sub-
ordinate guanxi. Conversely, incongruence between a 
supervisor’s and subordinate’s emotional appraisal ability 
may engender misaligned interactional dynamics [28]. 
Behaviors deemed appropriate by the subordinate may 
be construed as ill-timed or unsuitable by the supervi-
sor [29]. Under such conditions, the subordinate may 
be compelled to pursue alternative strategies to accom-
modate and synchronize with the supervisor. Inevitably, 
this challenging interaction process leads to low satisfac-
tion with the relationship on both sides, which hinders 
the development of a constructive supervisor-subordi-
nate relationship. Based on this reasoning, the following 
hypothesis is proposed:

H1a: Congruence in supervisor-subordinate 
emotional appraisal ability is more conducive to 
fostering supervisor–subordinate guanxi than 
incongruence.

Congruence in emotional appraisal ability between 
supervisors and subordinates reflects a high degree of 
cognitive congruence in how both parties interpret and 
respond to emotional cues [26, 27]. This congruence 
creates a harmonious micro social context where both 
sides can efficiently identify and understand each oth-
er’s implicit emotional signals, especially those related 
to unspoken intentions [30, 31]. Such emotionally based 
consensus may, to some extent, lead to unethical pro-
supervisor behaviors. The reason is that a high level 
of congruence reduces the threshold for engaging in 
unethical behaviors. In this kind of matched relationship, 
supervisors do not need to express unethical intentions 
directly. Subordinates with strong emotional abilities can 
perceive subtle emotional expressions and translate them 
into actions [32]. This form of unspoken emotional coor-
dination furnishes the conditions necessary for unethi-
cal behavior to arise. In contrast, when supervisors and 
subordinates differ in emotional appraisal ability, their 
emotional interpretation systems become misaligned [28, 
29]. This incongruence increases the difficulty for subor-
dinates to interpret and act on ambiguous intentions in 
an unethical way, which in turn inhibits the occurrence of 
UPSB. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:
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H2a: Under conditions of congruent emotional 
appraisal ability, the combination of high supervisor-
high subordinate emotion appraisal ability will 
promote supervisor-subordinate guanxi more 
effectively than the combination of low supervisor-
low subordinate emotion appraisal ability.

In the high–high congruence condition, both supervi-
sors and subordinates possess a high level of emotional 
appraisal ability. This congruence creates an interaction 
system that is efficient and low in friction [33, 34]. Such 
a system not only facilitates smooth communication but 
may also act as a driving force that promotes unethical 
pro-supervisor behaviors. This may occur because an 
emotionally attuned relationship provides conducive 
conditions for moral disengagement [40, 41]. When sub-
ordinates’ behaviors arise from an empathetic response 
to the supervisor’s implicit emotional needs rather than 
obedience to explicit instructions, the mechanism of 
moral justification is more likely to be activated [42]. 
Through this mechanism, subordinates cognitively 
reconstruct unethical pro-supervisor behaviors as posi-
tive acts aimed at relieving the supervisor’s burden. Con-
sequently, their perception of immorality is weakened, 
which further increases their tendency to engage in addi-
tional unethical pro-supervisor behaviors.

In contrast, in the low–low congruence condition, both 
the supervisors and the subordinates exhibit diminished 
capacities for emotional recognition and responsiveness. 
Their interactions are often characterized by emotional 
ambiguity and communication barriers [12, 43]. This 
low degree of congruence weakens emotional resonance 
[44], making it difficult for subordinates to accurately 
understand the supervisor’s emotional intentions. It also 
deprives them of the psychological conditions required to 
reinterpret unethical requests as pro-supervisor behav-
iors. Accordingly, the likelihood of engaging in UPSB is 
reduced. The following hypotheses are proposed:

H2b: Under conditions of congruent emotional 
appraisal ability, the combination of high supervisor-
high subordinate emotion appraisal ability will 
promote unethical pro-supervisor behavior more 
effectively than the combination of low supervisor-
low subordinate emotion appraisal ability.

Incongruence of emotional appraisal ability, supervisor-
subordinate guanxi, and unethical pro-supervisor behavior
Under conditions of incongruence between supervi-
sor emotion appraisal ability and subordinate emotion 
appraisal ability, the present study proposes that the 
combination of low supervisor-high subordinate emotion 
appraisal ability promotes supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
and unethical pro-supervisor behaviors to a greater 

extent than the combination of high supervisor-low sub-
ordinate emotion appraisal ability.

Specifically, in the incongruent scenario characterized 
by low supervisor–high subordinate emotion appraisal 
ability, the supervisor may struggle to understand and 
perceive the subordinate’s emotional changes. However, 
the subordinate’s ability to understand and observe the 
supervisor’s emotional cues allows them to empathize 
with the supervisor’s situation and anticipate their needs 
[13, 45]. By adopting the supervisor’s vantage point, 
subordinates can adjust their behavior to align with the 
supervisor’s expectations. For example, when the super-
visor assigns tasks, the subordinate can proactively accept 
and efficiently complete them. Beyond formal working 
hours, they may also engage in more effective communi-
cation with the supervisor and remain responsive to the 
supervisor’s requirements. As a result, the subordinate 
and supervisor are able to sustain harmonious interac-
tions, thereby fostering a facilitative relational climate.

On the contrary, under conditions of high supervisor-
low subordinate emotional appraisal ability incongru-
ence, supervisors are able to perceive their subordinates’ 
emotional changes and adopt different behavioral strat-
egies [34]. However, the subordinate fails to apprehend 
the supervisor’s behavioral intentions and expecta-
tions, making it difficult for them to respond promptly 
and accurately. Over time, communication between the 
supervisor and the subordinate gradually decreases. 
Their relationship becomes confined to a formal work 
relationship, with little development in their personal 
relationship outside of work. As a result, the quality of 
the supervisor-subordinate guanxi declines. Addition-
ally, research has shown that this type of mismatch tends 
to lead to the supervisor setting high role expectations 
for the subordinate [46]. That is, when the supervisor’s 
high role expectations are not met, it hinders the further 
development of their relationship.

Based on the above, the following hypotheses are 
proposed:

H3a: Under conditions of incongruence in emotional 
appraisal ability, the combination of low supervisor–
high subordinate emotion appraisal ability is more 
likely to enhance the supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
than the combination of high supervisor–low 
subordinate emotion appraisal ability.

Under the incongruent condition of low supervisor–
high subordinate emotion appraisal ability, the subor-
dinate’s high emotional appraisal ability can effectively 
compensate for the supervisor’s low level of emotional 
appraisal ability, thereby facilitating the emergence of 
unethical pro-supervisor behaviors (UPSB). Specifically, 
supervisors with low emotional appraisal ability often 



Page 6 of 21Huang et al. BMC Psychology         (2026) 14:1026 

have difficulty perceiving emotional cues accurately and 
expressing their needs clearly [45]. However, subordi-
nates with high emotional appraisal ability are positioned 
to leverage their acute emotional sensitivity to precisely 
apprehend the supervisor’s implicit and unarticulated 
demands [11]. This compensatory matching between a 
supervisor’s ambiguous needs and a subordinate’s pre-
cise emotional insight empowers the subordinate to pro-
actively accommodate the supervisor’s emotional and 
instrumental needs, which in turn promotes the emer-
gence of UPSB.

In contrast, under the incongruent condition of high 
supervisor–low subordinate emotion appraisal abil-
ity, the supervisor’s high emotional appraisal ability and 
the subordinate’s low emotional appraisal ability cannot 
form an effective complementarity, which may inhibit 
the occurrence of unethical pro-supervisor behaviors. 
This is attributable to the fact that supervisors with high 
emotional appraisal ability can accurately perceive the 
subordinate’s emotional states and behavioral intentions, 
whereas subordinates with low emotional appraisal abil-
ity fail to identify the supervisor’s emotional cues and 
underlying concerns [47]. Consequently, the interaction 
between the two parties becomes marked by pronounced 
information asymmetry. Moreover, owing to their con-
strained capacity, subordinates lack the requisite sen-
sitivity to gauge the supervisor’s implicit demands and 
may fear negative consequences caused by behavioral 
deviations [48]. This further reduces their willingness to 
engage in UPSB. Therefore, the following hypotheses are 
proposed:

H3b: Under conditions of incongruence in emotional 
appraisal ability, the combination of low supervisor–
high subordinate emotion appraisal ability is more 
likely to promote unethical pro-supervisor behavior 
than the combination of high supervisor–low 
subordinate emotion appraisal ability.

The mediating role of supervisor–subordinate guanxi
Within the Chinese cultural, interactions between super-
visors and subordinates extend beyond formal work rela-
tionships, often giving rise to informal and particularistic 
social ties, referred to as supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
[25]. Drawing on social exchange theory, unethical pro-
supervisor behavior is likely a reflection of subordinates’ 
reciprocal responses toward their supervisors.

Firstly, subordinates with high-quality SSG (Supervi-
sor-Subordinate Guanxi) are inclined to receive greater 
care and consideration from their supervisors, which 
fosters a sense of obligation to reciprocate [2]. This sense 
of obligation triggers their protection and support of the 
supervisor’s interests, ultimately resulting in unethical 
pro-supervisor behavior as a form of reciprocation [49].

Secondly, in the Chinese context, the culture of “reci-
procity” typically unfolds within asymmetrical exchanges 
between higher- and lower-status actors [50]. Such asym-
metry may impel subordinates embedded in high-quality 
SSG to protect the supervisor’s interests as much as pos-
sible, even when such actions deviate from social norms 
and ethical standards.

Moreover, empirical research has shown that emotions 
can influence behavior by triggering cognitive changes 
[51, 52]. In other words, subordinates with high emotion 
appraisal ability may affect their perception of the super-
visor-subordinate guanxi, which in turn may influence 
the likelihood of engaging in unethical pro-supervisor 
behavior.

Lastly, many studies have confirmed that high-quality 
supervisor-subordinate relationships can promote uneth-
ical pro-supervisor behavior [50, 53]. Therefore, this 
study proposes the following hypothesis:

H4:Supervisor-subordinate guanxi mediates the 
relationship between supervisor-subordinate 
emotional appraisal ability congruence and unethical 
pro-supervisor behavior.

The moderating role of subordinate gender
Based on gender differences in emotional intelligence 
and social role expectations [54, 55], we suggest that gen-
der differences may play a moderating role in the above 
pathway.

Brackett et al. (2006) [18] emphasized that gender 
should be incorporated into models when examin-
ing emotional intelligence. Social norms assign women 
stronger communal role expectations that emphasize 
affiliation, care, and emotional maintenance [19, 20]. 
These expectations are internalized as role pressures, 
which make women more likely to engage in emotional 
labor in the workplace, actively regulating both their own 
and others’ emotions to maintain interpersonal harmony 
[21, 22]. Therefore, even when confronted with same 
emotional cues from supervisors, female subordinates 
may devote more cognitive resources to interpreting 
these signals and show stronger behavioral motivation 
to respond, in order to meet social expectations and 
strengthen the relationship. Empirical evidence indi-
cates that, compared with men, women are generally 
perceived as being more affiliative both at work and in 
daily life [20]. Meta-analytic findings on emotional intel-
ligence further reveal that women exhibit significantly 
higher levels of emotional intelligence than men, show-
ing stronger emotional perception and emotional regu-
lation abilities [56]. By contrast, male subordinates may 
be circumscribed by social role norms that discourage 
overt emotional expression [23]. Even when they pos-
sess high emotional appraisal ability, they tend to invest 
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and receive fewer emotional resources in the context of 
equivalent interactions [24].

Therefore, the present study proposes that when the 
subordinate is female, they are more likely to sensitively 
perceive the supervisor’s emotional changes and provide 
timely responses accordingly. Such effective interactions 
facilitate the establishment of conductive supervisor-
subordinate guanxi, which in turn may lead subordinates 
to engage in more unethical pro-supervisor behavior. The 
present study proposes the following hypothesis:

H5: Congruence in emotional appraisal ability exerts 
a stronger positive effect on supervisor–subordinate 
guanxi when the subordinate’s gender is female, 
which in turn amplifies the subordinate’s unethical 
pro-supervisor behavior.

In summary, the research model constructed of the study 
is shown in Fig. 1.

Study 1: The matching effect of congruence in 
emotional appraisal ability between supervisors 
and subordinates (scenario experiment)
Method
Participants
Before the study began, the requisite sample size was 
determined through a statistical power analysis using 
G*Power 3.1. The analysis indicated a total sample size of 
73 was required, based on an assumed effect size of 0.4, 
an alpha level (α) of 0.05, and a statistical test power of 
0.8. Data was collected using online platforms called Cre-
damo and Wenjuanxing.

Participants were recruited through a convenient sam-
pling method. Before data collection began, all partici-
pants were informed about the purpose and procedure of 
the study and were provided with an informed consent 
form. Each participant received a survey link hosted on a 
secure online platform. Participants were informed that 
their participation was voluntary, confidential, and anon-
ymous. They were also told that they could withdraw 
from the study at any time if they chose not to continue. 
The inclusion criteria for participation were as follows: 

(1) being an adults aged 18 years or older; (2) current 
employment within an organization; and (3) possessing 
a minimum of 0.6 months of work experience. Ethical 
approval for the study was obtained from the institu-
tional review board.

An initial pool of 173 responses was collected. How-
ever, 13 responses were excluded from the final analy-
sis due to non-compliance with the predetermined 
data screening criteria. The criteria for data screening 
included patterned responding, failure to pass attention 
checks, and a total response time of less than 100 s. Con-
sequently, 160 valid responses were retained for analysis. 
Among these participants, 63 were male and 97 were 
female. Their ages ranged from 18 to 51 years, with an 
mean age of 31.6 years (SD = 7.34). The participants were 
geographically diverse, hailing from several Chinese cit-
ies, including Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Nanjing, Shanghai, 
Suzhou, and Yangzhou. Regarding educational back-
ground, 2.5% reported a high school degree or lower, 10% 
held an associate degree, 75.6% held a bachelor’s degree, 
and 11.9% held a master’s degree or above. Missing data 
were addressed using the Expectation-Maximization 
algorithm within the maximum likelihood estimation 
framework.

Experimental design and procedures
A 2 (supervisor emotional appraisal ability: high vs. low) 
× 2 (subordinate emotional appraisal ability: high vs. low) 
between-subjects experimental design was employed. 
The dependent variable was unethical pro-supervisor 
behavior. A scenario simulation experiment was con-
ducted, with the scenario set in a company that manu-
factures automotive parts. Participants assumed the role 
of an ordinary employee in the company’s marketing 
department, with a direct supervisor, Manager Yang, who 
heads the marketing department.

The experimental procedure was as follows: First, par-
ticipants completed the Employee Emotional Appraisal 
Ability Questionnaire. Next, participants were pre-
sented with a description of Manager Yang’s emotional 
appraisal ability, as well as a scenario involving recent 
unethical behavior. Afterward, participants completed 

Fig. 1  Theoretical model
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a manipulation check on the supervisor’s emotional 
appraisal ability and a questionnaire assessing unethi-
cal pro-supervisor behavior. Finally, they filled out the 
Machiavellianism questionnaire, the social desirability 
scale, and demographic information.

Experimental manipulation and measurement of variables
All research variables were measured using well-estab-
lished scales. Following the translation and back-transla-
tion procedure recommended by Brislin (1980) [57], the 
original English scales were translated into Chinese to 
ensure linguistic and conceptual equivalence.

Supervisor emotional appraisal ability manipula-
tion  The manipulation materials for the supervisor’s 
emotional appraisal ability were adapted from the study 
by Li & Luo(2020) [31]. The specific materials are as fol-
lows:

High supervisor emotional appraisal ability 
condition: “You work in a small company that 
manufactures automotive mechanical components. 
Your supervisor is Manager Yang. He shows great 
concern for you and the team. He often perceives 
emotional changes in team members and offers 
appropriate support. He is a supervisor with high 
emotional intelligence and is good at observing 
employees’ emotions. He also understands your 
emotions and is sensitive to your emotional feelings. 
You get along very well.”
Low supervisor emotional appraisal ability condition: 
“You work at a small company that manufactures 
automotive mechanical components. Your 
supervisor is Manager Yang. He primarily focuses 
on your work progress and outcomes, paying little 
attention to your emotions. He is not sensitive to 
how you feel and rarely perceives emotional changes. 
He is a supervisor who is not good at sensing 
employees’ emotions and does not have a good 
understanding of your emotions.”

Unethical pro-supervisor behavior  The priming mate-
rials for unethical pro-supervisor behavior were adapted 
from the study by Li et al. (2022) [58]. The specific materi-
als are as follows:

“Recently, your company received a large contract to 
produce new components for front-wheel-drive cars. 
Manager Yang made significant contributions to secur-
ing this contract, and he is likely to be promoted. The 
final testing of the components was completed last Fri-
day. The first shipment begins today and runs for three 
weeks. Upon reviewing the test reports, you discover that 
the new components fail when the load speed exceeds 
120% of the rated capacity. However, the manufacturer 

specifies that it cannot fail when loaded at 130% of rated 
capacity. While drivers would not lose control of their 
vehicles during use, the resulting damage to the cars 
could cost the owners thousands of dollars and harm 
your company’s reputation.

According to the company’s values, safety standards 
are of utmost importance. Any discrepancies in the safety 
specification must be reported urgently, a new test needs 
to be arranged and all production should be halted until 
these tests are completed. You presented the report to 
Manager Yang. He acknowledged the report but did not 
request additional testing. He says, “Let it go; we cannot 
afford to delay the delivery of the new parts, or we may 
face significant losses.”

Supervisor-subordinate guanxi  The supervisor-subor-
dinate guanxi scale developed by Guo and Li (2015) [59] 
was selected. The scale contains three dimensions: affec-
tive, instrumental and obligatory. Since our study focused 
on the emotional connection between supervisors and 
subordinates, only the affective dimension was applied. 
The dimension includes eight items. Example item is: " 
Sometimes my supervisor and I chat like friends, occa-
sionally making small jokes.” A 5-point Likert scale was 
used, with scores ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Higher scores indicate a better supervi-
sor-subordinate guanxi. The Cronbach’s α for the scale in 
the study is 0.96.

Scenario realism testing  To ensure that a sufficiently 
realistic scenario was created for this study, the Realism 
Manipulation Test Scale developed by Chen et al. (2011) 
[60] was adopted. The scale contains three items. Exam-
ple item is: " At some point in my career, I might face the 
situation described above.” A 5-point Likert scale was 
used, with scores ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Higher scores indicate a higher perceived 
realism of the scenario. The Cronbach’s α for the scale in 
the study is 0.75.

Emotional appraisal ability  Emotional appraisal ability 
was measured using the Emotional Appraisal Scale devel-
oped by Wong and Law (2002) [11], which comprises 
four items. An example item for subordinates’ emotional 
appraisal ability is, “I am sensitive to my supervisor’s feel-
ings and emotions.” A 5-point Likert scale was used, with 
scores ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). Higher scores indicate a higher emotional appraisal 
ability of subordinates. The Cronbach’s α for the scale in 
the current study is 0.77. An example item for supervisors’ 
emotional appraisal ability is, “My supervisor is sensitive 
to employees’ feelings and emotions.” A 5-point Likert 
scale was also used, with scores ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate a 
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higher emotional appraisal ability of supervisors. The 
Cronbach’s α for the scale in the study is 0.79.

The classification of subordinates’ emotional appraisal 
ability into high and low levels was based on their scores 
on the Emotional Appraisal Ability Scale, using the scale 
cut-point as the criterion. The questionnaire adopted a 
5-point Likert scale, with 2.5 serving as the cut-off value. 
Scores above 2.5 were categorized as high subordinate 
EAA, whereas scores below 2.5 were categorized as low 
subordinate EAA. Based on this classification, a 2 (super-
visor EAA: high vs. low) × 2 (subordinate EAA: high vs. 
low) experimental design was employed.

Control variables  Gender, age, education, Machiavel-
lianism, and social desirability of the participants were 
included as control variables. Machiavellianism and 
social desirability have been shown to be significantly 
related to unethical pro-supervisor/pro-organizational 
behavior [61, 62]. Machiavellianism was measured using 
the Machiavellianism Scale, developed by Dahling et al. 
(2009) [63], which consists of 16 items. An example item 
is, “I talk to others only to gain information that benefits 
me.” A 5-point Likert scale was used, with scores ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher 
scores indicate higher levels of Machiavellianism. The 
Cronbach’s α for this scale in the study is 0.91.

Social desirability was measured using the Chinese ver-
sion of the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale 
(MCSD), revised by Yang(2008) [64], which consists of 
8 items. This scale measures the extent to which indi-
viduals unconsciously engage in behavior that conforms 
to social expectations. An example item is, “Sometimes 
you take advantage of others.” A 5-point Likert scale was 
used, with scores ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Higher scores indicate higher levels of 

social desirability. The Cronbach’s α for this scale in the 
study is 0.72.

Research results
Manipulation check
The results of the independent samples t-test indi-
cated that participants in the high supervisor emotional 
appraisal ability group reported significantly higher lev-
els of supervisor emotional appraisal ability (M = 4.23, 
SD = 0.43) compared to those in the low supervisor 
emotional appraisal ability group (M = 1.44, SD = 0.29), 
t(158) = 47.86, p < 0.001. This result suggests that the 
manipulation of supervisor emotional appraisal ability in 
this study was effective.

Hypothesis testing
This study followed the approach of Baer et al. (2021) 
[65] for testing hypotheses in scenario simulation 
research, employing independent samples t-tests and 
post hoc multiple comparisons to validate the research 
hypotheses.

The results of the independent samples t-test showed 
that both SSG [t(158) = 20.74, p < 0.001] and UPSB 
[t(158) = 4.75, p < 0.001] were significantly higher in con-
ditions where supervisor and subordinate emotional 
appraisal abilities were consistent, thereby confirm-
ing hypotheses H1a and H1b. The post hoc multiple 
comparisons (Table  1) revealed that, in the consistent 
condition, the SSG (M = 4.20) for high supervisor-high 
subordinate emotional appraisal ability was significantly 
greater than the SSG (M = 3.46) for low supervisor-low 
subordinate emotional appraisal ability, thus supporting 
hypothesis H2a. Similarly, the UPSB (M = 4.03) for high 
supervisor-high subordinate emotional appraisal ability 
was significantly greater than the UPSB (M = 2.85) for low 

Table 1  Study 1: Consistency of supervisors’ and subordinates’ emotional appraisal ability and its relationship with SSG and UPSB
Supervisor-Subordinate Guanxi
M H2a: MD H3a: MD

VS. LL × LS VS. HL ×LS
Congruence HL × HS 4.20 0.74*** -

LL × LS 3.46 - -

Incongruence LL × HS 2.00 - 0.33***

HL × LS 1.68 - -

Unethical Pro-supervisor Behavior
M H2b: MD H3b: MD

VS. LL × LS VS. HL 
× LS

Congruence HL × HS 4.03 1.19*** -

LL × LS 2.85 - -

Incongruence LL × HS 3.22 - 1.44***

HL × LS 1.78 - -
MD means Mean Difference, HL means high supervisor emotional appraisal ability, HS means high subordinate emotional appraisal ability, LL means low supervisor 
emotional appraisal ability, LS means low subordinate emotional appraisal ability
***p < 0.001
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supervisor-low subordinate emotional appraisal ability, 
thereby supporting hypothesis H2b. In the inconsistent 
condition, the SSG (M = 2.00) for low supervisor-high 
subordinate emotional appraisal ability was significantly 
greater than the SSG (M = 1.68) for high supervisor-low 
subordinate emotional appraisal ability, which supports 
hypothesis H3a. Additionally, the UPSB (M = 3.22) for 
low supervisor-high subordinate emotional appraisal 
ability was significantly greater than the UPSB (M = 1.78) 
for high supervisor-low subordinate emotional appraisal 
ability, lending support to hypothesis H3b.

After controlling for the control covariates, the 
main effect of supervisor emotional appraisal ability 
on the supervisor-subordinate guanxi was significant, 
F(1,160) = 5.22, p = 0.024, η²p = 0.03. This indicates that, 
compared to low supervisor emotional appraisal ability, 
employees are more likely to foster a better supervisor-
subordinate guanxi under high supervisor emotional 
appraisal ability. The main effect of subordinate emo-
tional appraisal ability on the supervisor-subordinate 
guanxi was also significant, F(1,160) = 30.51, p < 0.001, 
η²p = 0.17. This suggests that subordinates with high 
emotional appraisal ability are more effective in enhanc-
ing the supervisor-subordinate guanxi compared to 
those with low emotional appraisal ability. The inter-
action between supervisor and subordinate emotional 
appraisal abilities on the supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
was significant, F(1,160) = 529.65, p < 0.001, η²p = 0.78. 
A simple slope analysis of this interaction revealed that 
when the supervisor’s emotional appraisal ability is high, 
the supervisor-subordinate guanxi quality is significantly 
higher for subordinates with high emotional appraisal 
ability (M = 4.2, SD = 0.44) compared to those with low 

emotional appraisal ability (M = 1.67, SD = 0.52). Con-
versely, when the supervisor’s emotional appraisal abil-
ity is low, the supervisor-subordinate guanxi quality 
is significantly higher for subordinates with low emo-
tional appraisal ability (M = 3.46, SD = 0.62) compared 
to those with high emotional appraisal ability (M = 2.00, 
SD = 0.57). The slope graph is shown in Fig. 2. This find-
ing is consistent with hypothesis H1a, indicating that 
consistent supervisor-subordinate emotional appraisal 
ability more effectively enhances the quality of the super-
visor-subordinate relationship compared to inconsistent 
emotional appraisal ability.

After controlling for the control covariates, the main 
effect of supervisor emotional appraisal ability on UPSB 
was not significant, F(1,160) = 0.66, p = 0.42, η²p = 0.004. 
This indicates that the level of supervisor emotional 
appraisal ability has no significant impact on UPSB. How-
ever, the main effect of subordinate emotional appraisal 
ability on UPSB was significant, F(1,160) = 52.58, 
p < 0.001, η²p = 0.26. This suggests that subordinates with 
high emotional appraisal ability are more effective in 
promoting UPSB compared to those with low emotional 
appraisal ability. The interaction between supervisor and 
subordinate emotional appraisal ability on UPSB was sig-
nificant, F(1,160) = 32.38, p < 0.001, η²p = 0.18. A simple 
slope analysis of this interaction showed that for subor-
dinates with high emotional appraisal ability, UPSB under 
high supervisor emotional appraisal ability (M = 4.03, 
SD = 1.09) was significantly higher than under low super-
visor emotional appraisal ability (M = 3.22, SD = 1.46). 
For subordinates with low emotional appraisal ability, 
UPSB under low supervisor emotional appraisal ability 
(M = 2.84, SD = 0.94) was significantly higher than under 

Fig. 2  Interaction slope plot
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high supervisor emotional appraisal ability (M = 1.78, 
SD = 0.54). The slope graph is shown in Fig. 3. This find-
ing is consistent with hypothesis H1b, indicating that 
consistent supervisor-subordinate emotional appraisal 
ability more effectively promotes subordinates’ unethical 
pro-supervisor behavior compared to inconsistent emo-
tional appraisal ability.

In summary, the scenario simulation method was 
employed in Study 1 to examine the predictive pathways 
of different matching combinations on supervisor-sub-
ordinate guanxi and unethical pro-supervisor behavior 
among employees, demonstrating a certain degree of 
internal validity. However, scenario simulation is pre-
dominantly contingent upon participants’ conceptual-
ization of the priming materials. Although the results 
indicate that the experimental manipulation was effec-
tive, potential discrepancies with real-world situations 
may still exist. To augment the ecological validity of the 
study, a questionnaire-based approach was adopted in 
Study 2 to further approximate authentic workplace con-
ditions experienced by employees. Furthermore, Study 1 
exclusively addressed a subset of the proposed hypoth-
eses, and in Study 2, we will proceed to investigate the 
entirety of the theoretical hypotheses.

Study 2: full model testing (questionnaire survey)
Research method
Participants
Data were collected through the Wenjuanxing and Cre-
damo platforms. To exclude non-employee samples, the 
first question was designed as, “Are you an employee of 
a company?” If respondents answered “No,” they were 

directly redirected to the survey submission page. To fur-
ther verify the validity of the questionnaire, a lie detec-
tor question was set as Question 31, which stated: “Please 
select ‘Completely Disagree’ for this question.”

The data were collected in three waves, with three 
weeks separating the first and second waves and six 
weeks separating the second and third waves. At Time 
1, employees rated demographic information, the subor-
dinate emotional appraisal ability questionnaire, and the 
supervisor emotional appraisal ability questionnaire(725 
responses). At Time 2, employees rated the supervisor-
subordinate guanxi questionnaire (697 responses). At 
Time 3, 675 employees rated unethical pro-supervisor 
behavior questionnaire and control variables (Machia-
vellianism, social desirability). Multivariate analysis of 
variance revealed that the mean item scores of the study 
variables of those participants who dropped out of the 
study did not differ from those who remained( p = 0.891).

Participants were recruited using a convenience sam-
pling method. Prior to data collection, participants were 
informed about the purpose and procedure of the study 
and provided their informed consent. Subsequently, they 
received a survey link hosted on a secure online platform. 
Participants were informed that their participation was 
voluntary, confidential, and anonymous, and that they 
could withdraw from the study at any stage. The inclusion 
criteria for participation were as follows: (1) participants 
had to be adults aged 18 years or older; (2) participants 
were required to be currently employed in an organi-
zation; and (3) participants needed to have at least 0.6 
months of work experience. The study was approved by 
the institutional review board.

Fig. 3  Interaction slope plot

 



Page 12 of 21Huang et al. BMC Psychology         (2026) 14:1026 

A total of 723 questionnaires were initially collected. 
Invalid responses were then excluded. These included 
cases with a response time of less than 100 s, an answer 
of “No” to the first screening question, failure on the 
attention-check item, or patterned responses. After data 
screening, 675 valid questionnaires were retained for 
the final analysis. The overall response rate was 93.4%. 
In the final sample, 68.4% of the respondents were male 
and 31.6% were female. Regarding age, 44.7% were under 
25 years old, 42.4% were between 25 and 35 years old, 
9.3% were between 35 and 45 years old, and 3.6% were 45 
years old or above. In terms of education, 5.6% had a high 
school degree or below, 14.4% held an associate degree, 
62.4% held a bachelor’s degree, and 17.6% held a master’s 
degree or above. Missing values were addressed using the 
Expectation-Maximization algorithm within the maxi-
mum likelihood estimation framework.

Measurement instruments
All research variables were measured using well-estab-
lished scales. The English scales were translated into 
Chinese in accordance with Brislin’s (1980) [57] transla-
tion-backtranslation method.

Emotional appraisal ability. Emotional appraisal abil-
ity was measured using the Emotional Appraisal Scale 
developed by Wong and Law (2002) [11], consisting of 
four items. An example item for subordinates’ emo-
tional appraisal ability is, “I am sensitive to my supervi-
sor’s feelings and emotions.” A 5-point Likert scale was 
used, with scores ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
5 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate a higher emo-
tional appraisal ability of subordinates. The Cronbach’s 
α for the scale in this study is 0.83. An example item for 
supervisors’ emotional appraisal ability is, “My supervi-
sor is sensitive to employees’ feelings and emotions.” A 
5-point Likert scale was also used, with scores ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher 
scores indicate a higher emotional appraisal ability of 
supervisors. The Cronbach’s α for the scale in this study 
is 0.85.

The supervisor-subordinate guanxi scale developed by 
Guo and Li (2015) [59] was selected. The scale contains 
three dimensions: affective, instrumental and obligatory. 
Since our study focused on the emotional connection 
between supervisors and subordinates, only the affective 
dimension was utilized. The dimension comprised eight 
items. Example item is: " Sometimes my supervisor and 
I chat like friends, occasionally making small jokes.” A 
5-point Likert scale was used, with scores ranging from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores 
indicate a higher quality supervisor-subordinate guanxi. 
The Cronbach’s α for the scale in this study is 0.91.

Unethical pro-supervisor behavior (UPSB) was mea-
sured using a six-item scale developed by Johnson and 

Umphress (2019) [1]. A sample item is: “I have concealed 
information from others that could be harmful to my 
supervisor when necessary.” Responses were rated on a 
five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicated higher lev-
els of unethical pro-supervisor behavior. This scale was 
completed by employees. The Cronbach’s α coefficient for 
this scale in the present study was 0.88.

Control Variables. Machiavellianism, and social appro-
bation of the participants were included as control vari-
ables. Machiavellianism and social desirability have been 
shown to be significantly related to unethical pro-super-
visor/pro-organizational behavior [61, 62]. Machiavel-
lianism was measured using the Machiavellianism Scale 
developed by Dahling et al. (2009) [63], which consists 
of 16 items. An example item is, “I talk to others only to 
gain information that benefits me.” A 5-point Likert scale 
was used, with scores ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate higher lev-
els of Machiavellianism. The Cronbach’s α for this scale 
in the study is 0.92. Social desirability was measured 
using the Chinese version of the Marlowe-Crowne Social 
Desirability Scale (MCSD) revised by Yang(2008) [64], 
which consists of 8 items. This scale measures the extent 
to which individuals unconsciously engage in behavior 
that conforms to social expectations. An example item is, 
“Sometimes you take advantage of others.” A 5-point Lik-
ert scale was used, with scores ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate 
higher levels of social desirability. The Cronbach’s α for 
this scale in the study is 0.80.

Results
Descriptive statistical analysis
Table  2 presents the means, standard deviations, and 
correlation coefficients of the variables. A significant 
positive correlation was observed between each pair of 
the following variables: unethical pro-supervisor behav-
ior, subordinate emotional appraisal ability, supervisor 
emotional appraisal ability, and supervisor-subordinate 
guanxi. This finding provides a foundational basis for the 
subsequent main effect and mediating effect analyses.

Discriminant validity
Discriminant validity of the four-factor model was 
tested using Amos 23.0. The analysis results are shown 
in Table 3. Among the different factor models, the four-
factor model had the best fit (χ²/df = 4.2, RMSEA = 0.07, 
CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.92). In addition to the four-factor 
baseline model, three competing models were tested by 
combining the variables, but their goodness-of-fit was 
weaker than that of the baseline model, indicating good 
discriminant validity among the four variables.
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Common method bias and multicollinearity tests
First, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted to exam-
ine the issue of common method bias. The results showed 
that the first unrotated factor accounted for 32.42% of 
the total variance, which was below the critical thresh-
old of 40%. In addition, the study further assessed com-
mon method bias using the Unmeasured Latent Method 
Construct(ULMC) approach. The results indicated that, 
compared with the original model, the differences in 
model fit indices after adding the method factor were all 
within acceptable standards. Specifically, the changes in 
RMSEA and SRMR did not exceed 0.05, and the changes 
in CFI and TLI did not exceed 0.10. These results suggest 
that common method bias was not a serious concern in 
this study.

Variance inflation factors were calculated to assess 
potential multicollinearity among the predictor variables. 
The diagnostic results showed that all VIF values ranged 
from 1.95 to 2.72, which were far below the commonly 
accepted conservative threshold (VIF < 5). This indicates 
that there was no multicollinearity problem in the data.

Hypothesis testing
Polynomial regression and response surface analysis was 
used to test the congruence hypothesis. Before conduct-
ing the hypothesis testing, the distribution proportions 
of the sample were analyzed to determine whether the 
response surface and polynomial regression methods 
were appropriate. The results showed that 58.85% of 
the samples had congruence between the supervisor’s 
emotional appraisal ability and the subordinate’s emo-
tional appraisal ability, 20.15% had a higher supervisor 
emotional appraisal ability compared to the subordi-
nate’s, and 20.00% had a lower supervisor emotional 
appraisal ability compared to the subordinate’s—all of 
which exceeded the 10% threshold. Therefore, the sample 

was suitable for using response surface and polynomial 
regression methods.

To reduce multicollinearity during the construction 
of product terms and to facilitate interpretation of the 
results, we used grand-mean-centered values of supervi-
sor emotional appraisal ability (L) and subordinate emo-
tional appraisal ability (P) to create the interaction term 
[66].

We then conducted multicollinearity diagnostics for 
the polynomial regression model constructed with the 
group-mean-centered emotional appraisal ability vari-
ables and other related predictors. The results indicated 
that all polynomial terms—including linear, quadratic, 
and interaction terms—had variance inflation factor 
(VIF) values ranging from 1.90 to 2.81. These values were 
well below the conservative threshold of 5, suggesting 
that multicollinearity was effectively controlled.

(1)	 Testing the Effect of Congruence.

As shown by the results of M2 and M5 in Table 4, when 
the quadratic terms were added, the change in R-squared 
(ΔR²) was significant. This indicates that the congru-
ence effect between the supervisor’s and subordinate’s 
emotional appraisal abilities exists when the dependent 
variables are unethical pro-supervisor behavior and the 
superior -subordinate guanxi, respectively.

When the dependent variable is the supervisor-sub-
ordinate guanxi, as depicted in M5, the curvature of the 
incongruence line (P = -L) is negative and significant 
(curvature = -0.28, p < 0.001), thus supporting H1a. As 
shown in Fig. 4, the response surface is convex along the 
incongruence line (P = -L), indicating that the more con-
gruent the emotional appraisal ability of the supervisor 
and subordinate, the better the supervisor-subordinate 
guanxi. Along the congruence line (P = L), the slope of 

Table 2  Study 2: Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Supervisor emotional appraisal ability 3.70 0.81 1

2.Subordinate emotional appraisal ability 3.72 0.79 0.65*** 1

3.Supervisor-subordinate guanxi 3.51 0.83 0.65*** 0.47*** 1

4. Unethical pro-supervisor behavior 3.07 0.96 0.37*** 0.67*** 0.49*** 1

5. Machiavellianism 3.12 0.80 0.27*** 0.34*** 0.33*** 0.74*** 1

6. Social approbation 3.06 0.76 0.21*** 0.27*** 0.26*** 0.55*** 0.77*** 1
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Table 3   Results of CFA for study 2
Model χ2 df χ2/df RMSEA CFI TLI
Four factors 852.56 203 4.2 0.07 0.93 0.92

Three factors 1070.29 206 5.20 0.08 0.90 0.89

Two factors 2368.29 208 11.39 0.12 0.75 0.72

Single factor 2824.46 209 13.51 0.14 0.70 0.67
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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the cross-section is significantly positive (slope = 0.76, 
p < 0.001), and the curvature of the response surface 
along the congruence line is not significant (curvature = 
-0.004, n.s.), suggesting that the supervisor-subordinate 
guanxi is better when there is high congruence between 
the supervisor’s and subordinate’s emotional appraisal 
ability compared to low congruence, thus supporting 
H2a. Along the incongruence line (P = -L), the slope of 
the cross-section is positive (slope = 0.01, n.s.) but not 
significant, with an offset of 0.03 (p > 0.05), indicating 
no significant difference in the supervisor-subordinate 
guanxi between the cases of low supervisor-high subor-
dinate and high supervisor-low subordinate emotional 
appraisal ability, thereby not supporting H3a.

When the dependent variable is unethical pro-super-
visor behavior, as depicted in M2, the curvature of the 
incongruence line (P = -L) is negative and significant 
(curvature = -0.33, p < 0.001), supporting H1b. As shown 
in Fig. 5, the response surface is convex along the incon-
gruence line (P = -L), indicating that the more congru-
ent the emotional appraisal ability of the supervisor and 
subordinate, the more unethical pro-supervisor behav-
ior occurs. Along the congruence line (P = L), the slope 
of the cross-section is significantly positive (slope = 0.32, 
p < 0.001), and the curvature of the response surface along 
the congruence line is not significant (curvature = 0.03, 

n.s.), suggesting that unethical pro-supervisor behavior 
is more frequent when there is high congruence between 
the supervisor’s and subordinate’s emotional appraisal 
ability compared to low congruence, thus supporting 
H2b. Along the incongruence line (P = -L), the slope of 
the cross-section is significantly positive (slope = 0.21, 
p < 0.05), with an offset of 0.30 (p < 0.05), indicating that 
unethical pro-supervisor behavior is more frequent in 
the case of low supervisor-high subordinate emotional 
appraisal ability incongruence than in the case of high 
supervisor-low subordinate incongruence, thereby sup-
porting H3b.

(2)  �Mediation effect test.

The mediation effect was tested using the block variable 
approach proposed by Edwards and Cable (2009) [67]. 
We created a composite variable to represent the con-
gruence between subordinates’ and supervisors’ emo-
tional appraisal ability. Specifically, the block variable was 
generated by multiplying each polynomial term (P, L, P², 
PL, and L²) by its corresponding unstandardized regres-
sion coefficient obtained from the polynomial regres-
sion analysis, and then summing these weighted terms. 
This composite variable captured the overall congruence 
in emotional appraisal ability between supervisors and 

Table 4  Polynomial regression analysis and response surface analysis results for Study 2
Variables Unethical pro-supervisor behavior Supervisor-subordinate 

guanxi
M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

constant 0.94*** -1.01*** 0.31 3.18*** 3.20***

Gender − 0.02 − 0.02 0.00 0.10* − 0.09

Age − 0.01 − 0.00 − 0.01 0.01 0.01

Education − 0.03 − 0.33 − 0.03 0.00 0.00

Machiavellianism 0.80*** 0.79*** 0.77*** 0.08 0.07

Social approbation − 0.04 − 0.05 − 0.05 0.02 0.02

Subordinate emotional appraisal ability(P) 0.26*** 0.26*** 0.18*** 0.41*** 0.39***

Supervisor emotional appraisal ability (L) 0.08* 0.05 − 0.03 0.36*** 0.38***

P2 − 0.09* − 0.07 − 0.11**

P×L 0.163*** 0.129** 0.15***

L2 − 0.08* − 0.07 − 0.02

Supervisor-subordinate guanxi 0.22***

  R2 0.60*** 0.61*** 0.63*** 0.54*** 0.55***

  DR2 0.01** 0.02*** 0.01**

Response surface analysis

Congruence line (P = L)

slope (b1 + b2) 0.32*** 0.76***

curvature (b3 + b4 +b5) − 0.004 0.03

Incongruence line (P=-L)

slope (b1-b2) 0.21* 0.01

curvature (b3-b4 + b5) − 0.33*** − 0.28***

Lateral displacement quantity

(b2- b1)/[2×(b3 - b4 + b5)] 0.30* 0.03
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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subordinates. Subsequently, the hypothesized media-
tion model was tested using Model 7 of Hayes’ PROCESS 
macro.

As shown in Table  5, the congruence of supervisor-
subordinate emotional appraisal ability can significantly 
predict SSG (b = 1.04, p < 0.001) and UPSB (b = 0.79, 
p < 0.001) respectively. SSG has a significantly positive 
impact on subordinate unethical pro-supervisor behavior 
(b = 0.56, p < 0.001). Furthermore, the supervisor-subor-
dinate emotional appraisal ability congruence influences 
subordinate unethical pro-supervisor behavior through 
SSG (b = 0.35, p < 0.001), with a 95% CI = [0.23, 0.49], 
where the confidence interval does not include 0, indicat-
ing that the mediation effect of SSG is significant, thereby 
supporting hypothesis H4.

(3)  �Moderated mediation effect test.

The moderating effect of gender was further tested by 
using model 7 in the PROCESS macro program. The 
results showed that the moderating effect of gender on 
the relationship between supervisor-subordinate emo-
tional appraisal ability congruence and SSG was not sig-
nificant (b = 0.01, p = 0.9), with a 95% CI = [-0.16, 0.18], 
that includes 0. The moderated mediation effect was 
also not significant (b = 0.004, p = 0.8), with a 95% CI = 
[-0.06, 0.07], that includes 0. Thus, hypothesis 5 was not 
supported.

Discussion
Results and analysis
A combination of scenario simulation experiments and 
questionnaires was used to test the hypothesized model. 
The results supported most of the research hypotheses, 
although a few were not confirmed.

First, regarding the impact of incongruence in super-
visor-subordinate emotional appraisals ability on their 

Fig. 4  Supervisor-subordinate emotional appraisal ability (In)congruence on SSG for study 2
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relationship, Studies 1 and 2 yielded discrepant findings. 
Study 1 (scenario experiment) demonstrated that super-
visor-subordinate guanxi was significantly higher when 
the subordinate’s emotional appraisal ability was higher 
than the supervisor’s, compared to the opposite scenario. 
However, this asymmetry effect was not replicated in 
Study 2 (questionnaire survey). One plausible account for 
this divergence resides in the methodological distinctions 
between the two investigations. Study 1 used a controlled 
experimental design with manipulated scenarios, which 
may have heightened participants’ attention to the super-
visor’s emotional cues and their own behavioral inten-
tions. In contrast, Study 2 captured naturally occurring 
workplace dynamics over time, where contextual noise 
(e.g., organizational culture, task complexity, or compet-
ing demands) may have attenuated the effect of incon-
gruence in supervisor-subordinate emotional appraisal 

ability on SSG. Therefore, the nonsignificant finding 
in Study 2 suggests that the asymmetric incongruence 
effect on supervisor–subordinate guanxi may be context-
dependent. Future research could further examine the 
boundary conditions under which this asymmetry effect 
emerges.

Second, this study did not find a significant moder-
ating effect of gender, which is inconsistent with the 
hypothesis. This result can be explained from two per-
spectives. On the one hand, it may be reasonably inter-
preted from the perspective that individual behavior 
is strongly shaped by the social norms of the context in 
which it occurs [68–72]. Social norms refer to the shared 
expectations among group members regarding appropri-
ate behavior in specific situations. They guide individual 
behavior through mechanisms such as internalization 
and social learning [68, 69]. In the specific social context 

Fig. 5  Supervisor-subordinate emotional appraisal ability (In)congruence on UPSB for study 2
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of “supervisor–subordinate interactions” examined in 
this study, there exist clear and powerful occupational 
norms that regulate workplace behavior [71]. These 
norms require subordinates—regardless of gender—to 
demonstrate professionalism, reliability, and coopera-
tiveness in their interactions. Within such a strong nor-
mative context, individuals tend to align their behaviors 
with situational expectations in order to adapt to the 
environment and maintain a positive social image [69, 
72]. Accordingly, both male and female subordinates in 
this study may have internalized and adhered to a com-
mon behavioral repertoire associated with the subor-
dinate role, resulting in a high degree of congruence in 
emotional appraisal ability and interpersonal responses. 
Consequently, the potential behavioral differences arising 
from broader gender role orientations might have been 
overshadowed by the unifying influence of workplace 
normative expectations, thereby leading to the nonsignif-
icant moderating effect of gender observed in this study. 
On the other hand, this nonsignificant result may indi-
cate that gender does not play a meaningful moderating 
role in the process of supervisor–subordinate emotional 
appraisal ability congruence. One possible explana-
tion is that the binary measurement of gender (male vs. 
female) may lack the sensitivity required to capture 
gender-related psychological differences. Prior research 
suggests that psychological gender orientation—such as 
instrumentality (masculine traits) versus expressiveness 
(feminine traits)—may be a better predictor of emotional 
attunement and relational behavior than biological sex 
alone [73]. It is possible that within-gender variation in 
gender role identity moderates the effects of EAA con-
gruence. Future research may benefit from incorporating 
more nuanced measures of gender role identity.

Research implications
Drawing on the findings of this study, several theoretical 
contributions can be highlighted: First, the study extends 
the understanding of the effects of supervisor-subor-
dinate congruence, particularly in terms of its potential 
negative effects. Previous research on the congruence 
of positive attributes has confirmed that congruence 
between supervisors and subordinates can lead to posi-
tive outcomes. For example, Weber and Avey (2019) [74] 
found that value congruence between supervisors and 
subordinates enhances employees’ organizational com-
mitment. Similarly, Deng et al. (2023) [75] reported that 
such congruence strengthens subordinates’perceived 
organizational status. Atalla et al. (2024) further showed 
that perceived value congruence is negatively associ-
ated with subordinates’ organizational deviance [76]. In 
addition, Shaw and Mao (2023) [77] found that supervi-
sor–subordinate congruence in humility promotes sub-
ordinates’ voice behavior. However, the results of the 
present study revealed that congruence in emotional 
appraisal ability between supervisors and subordinates 
may also lead to a negative consequence—unethical pro-
supervisor behavior. This finding extends the current 
understanding of the effects of supervisor–subordinate 
congruence effects on employee behavior by suggesting 
that congruence in positive attributes can be a double-
edged sword: it can generate both beneficial and det-
rimental outcomes. Therefore, this study advances the 
existing theory of supervisor–subordinate congruence 
by highlighting its complex and bidirectional nature, and 
it calls for future research to examine this phenomenon 
from multiple theoretical perspectives.

Second, this study advances the research on the dark 
side of emotional intelligence by shifting the focus from 
the individual cognitive level to the dyadic interaction 
process within supervisor–subordinate relationships. 
Recent studies have begun to recognize that emotional 
intelligence does not always lead to positive outcomes. 
An increasing body of literature has identified its dark 
side, such as heightened stress reactivity, emotional 
manipulation, deceptive behavior, and antisocial ten-
dencies [78–82]. However, most of these studies have 
focused primarily on the individual level, leaving the 
interpersonal dynamics of emotional intelligence, par-
ticularly within vertical power relationships, largely 
unexplored. By uncovering how the emotional consensus 
formed when both supervisors and subordinates pos-
sess high levels of emotional appraisal ability can trigger 
unethical behaviors, this study extends the understanding 
of emotional intelligence’s dark side from an individual 
cognitive perspective to a dyadic interaction perspective. 
This not only reinforces the conceptual complexity of 
emotional intelligence but also provides a more nuanced 

Table 5  Test of mediating effects for study 2
Variables Mediating 

variable
Dependent 
variable

Supervisor-
subordinate 
guanxi

Unethical 
pro-
supervisor 
behavior

The matching of 
supervisor-subordinate
emotional appraisal ability(Block)

1.04***(0.04) 0.79***(0.06)

Supervisor-subordinate guanxi
Sex

− 0.10*(0.05) 0.56***(0.04)

Sex×Block 0.01(0.08)

Mediation Path Effect

  Mediation Pathway Effect size 95% CI

  Matching→SSG→UPSB 0.35*** [0.23, 0.49]

  Indirect effects of gender 0.004 [− 0.06, 0.07]
N = 675, The coefficients in the table are unstandardized coefficients (with 
standard errors in parentheses), *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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explanation of how its detrimental effects unfold within 
dyadic relationships.

Finally, this study examined the mediating mechanism 
of supervisor-subordinate guanxi within the theoretical 
framework of ability congruence. This approach reveals 
a paradigm shift in understanding the antecedents of 
relationship construction—from unilateral attributes to 
dyadic characteristics. Supervisor-subordinate guanxi 
serve as a critical bridge linking supervisor characteris-
tics to subordinate behaviors, and its mediating role has 
been well established in prior research [83–88]. However, 
most existing studies have predominantly focused on 
either supervisors’ personal traits or subordinates’ indi-
vidual perceptions when predicting relationship quality, 
thereby overlooking the inherently interactive nature of 
relationships. By investigating superior–subordinate con-
gruence in emotional appraisal ability as a dyadic ante-
cedent of relationship quality, this study reconceptualizes 
the supervisor-subordinate guanxi as a dynamic system 
shaped by the mutual fit between both parties.

In practical terms, this study found that high–high 
congruence in supervisors’ and subordinates’ emotional 
appraisal ability can strengthen superior–subordinate 
guanxi, thereby increasing the risk of unethical pro-
supervisor behavior. Based on the risk characteristics of 
this congruence effect, several practical implications are 
proposed to help organizations mitigate the occurrence 
of UPSB.

First, organizations should develop differentiated ethi-
cal climate intervention mechanisms. For teams charac-
terized by high–high EAA congruence, regular ethical 
scenario-based training should be conducted to enhance 
employees’ ability to identify and resist unethical 
requests. In addition, cross-departmental ethics supervi-
sion committees should be established to routinely moni-
tor the decision-making processes of these teams. Such 
oversight can help neutralize the hidden breeding ground 
for unethical conduct that may emerge from high mutual 
emotional insight and interpersonal synchrony between 
supervisors and subordinates.

Second, organizations should establish formal issue-
escalation channels that bypass loyalty-based constraints. 
Independent reporting mechanisms, such as cross-
level anonymous reporting systems or third-party eth-
ics review committees, should be implemented. These 
channels must clearly stipulate that employees who 
refuse or report unethical pro-supervisor behaviors can 
safely escalate such issues to higher levels or indepen-
dent bodies without fear of retaliation. This institutional 
design aims to break the loyalty-induced alliance barrier 
that may form under high–high EAA congruence due to 
strong emotional resonance, thus preventing employees 
from engaging in unethical acts out of loyalty or interper-
sonal pressure.

Finally, organizations should activate mechanisms to 
alleviate reciprocity pressure stemming from supervisor 
performance metrics. Supervisors’ KPIs should include 
anti-short-termism components by incorporating indi-
cators such as the team’s incidence of unethical behavior 
into performance evaluations and linking them directly 
to supervisors’ compensation and promotion outcomes. 
At the same time, emphasis on short-term perfor-
mance goals on short-term performance goals should be 
reduced to discourage supervisors from leveraging high 
EAA congruence to exert reciprocal pressure on subordi-
nates in pursuit of unethical or short-sighted objectives.

Limitations and future prospects
First, this study examined only the impact of congruence 
in the positive trait of emotional appraisal ability on sub-
ordinates’ UPSB, without considering the influence of 
consistency in negative traits. Specifically, if supervisors 
and subordinates show congruence in negative traits, 
such as dark personality characteristics, would this also 
influence subordinates’ UPSB? Should organizations pay 
more attention to personnel matching based on such 
research findings? Might there even be a need to adjust 
relevant personnel matching strategies? Future research 
could explore this direction further. Second, as unethi-
cal behavior continues to emerge within organizations, 
managers are increasingly recognizing the severity of this 
problem, making it crucial to establish relevant reward 
and punishment mechanisms. How effective are the 
organizational climate and related regulations in curbing 
unethical behavior? What are the respective effect sizes 
of rewards and punishments? Currently, little research 
has examined this perspective, making these questions a 
potential direction for future studies. Third, the field sur-
vey is still limited in its causal interpretation even though 
the design used is time-lag. Therefore, future research 
could adopt longitudinal tracking methods, such as expe-
rience sampling, to conduct repeated sampling of the 
same subjects at different times during workdays. This 
approach would allow for a deeper exploration of the 
dynamic relationships between variables. Additionally, 
there are areas for improvement in the the manipula-
tion of variables in the experimental design of this study. 
Specifically, in the experimental scenario of Study 2, the 
phrase “you get along well with each other” conceptu-
ally overlaps to some extent with the construct of supe-
rior–subordinate guanxi to some extent. Although this 
conceptual overlap was balanced across all experimental 
conditions, future experimental research should employ 
more conceptually distinct and precise manipulation 
materials to ensure construct purity. Moreover, Study 
2 relied entirely on self-report data from subordinates. 
Although statistical tests (Harman’s single-factor test 
and the ULMC approach) did not indicate severe bias, 
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the potential influence of common method bias cannot 
be completely ruled out. Therefore, future research is 
recommended to adopt multi-source data to address this 
limitation. Finally, the age distribution of participants in 
this study was skewed toward younger employees, with 
87.1% of the sample being under the age of 35. The find-
ings may not be directly generalizable to older employees 
or those at different stages of their career development. 
Future research should test the proposed model using 
more demographically diverse samples to more com-
prehensively evaluate its external validity, particularly in 
terms of age, tenure, and hierarchical position.
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