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ABSTRACT
Although the need to belong, or the desire for interpersonal
attachments, is a basic human motivation, understanding of how
and when it influences workplace ostracism is notably limited.
Based on belongingness theory, this study examines the negative
relationship between the need to belong and exposure to
workplace ostracism by focusing on the mediating role of
organizational deviance and the moderating role of in-role
performance. Data from 108 supervisor–subordinate dyads in
China were collected at three time points. The results reveal that
organizational deviance mediates the relationship between the
need to belong and workplace ostracism. Additionally, in-role
performance alleviates the negative relationship between the
need to belong and organizational deviance. The implications for
management theory and practice are discussed.

摘摘要要

基于归属感理论，本研究通过聚焦于组织越轨行为的中介效应和
角色内绩效的调节效应，探讨了归属感的需求对职场排斥的作用
机制。通过分析三个阶段收集的108份领导-下属配对数据，研究
结果表明：归属感的需求对职场排斥具有显著的负面作用；组织
越轨行为在归属感的需求与职场排斥之间起中介作用，角色内绩
效缓解了归属感的需求与组织越轨行为之间的负向关系。
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Introduction

As the saying goes, no man is an island. All humans seek a sense of belonging and social
connection (Baumeister et al., 2007; Brown et al., 2007; Carvallo & Gabriel, 2006). The need
to belong, defined as the desire for interpersonal attachments, is a basic human motiv-
ation (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Despite the basic need for belonging and social connec-
tion, little is known about how and when the need to belong helps individuals reduce
ostracism in the workplace. Workplace ostracism is defined as ‘the extent to which an
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individual perceives that he or she is ignored or excluded by others’ in the workplace
(Ferris et al., 2008, p. 1348). It is prevalent in organizations and has a destructive
influence on employees (Lyu & Zhu, 2019; Scott & Duffy, 2015). A recent meta-analysis
identified two main predictors of exposure to workplace ostracism, namely personality
traits (e.g. the Big Five) and contextual characteristics (e.g. perceived leadership, social
support), but indicated a nonsignificant and inconsistent relationship between the
need to belong and workplace ostracism (Howard et al., 2020). This nonsignificant
finding is surprising, as there is a theoretical link between belongingness and ostracism
(Williams, 2001, 2007). In particular, scholars have used the need-threat/need-fortification
framework to explain the relationship between the need to belong and ostracism. Accord-
ing to Williams (2001), ostracism threatens the need to belong. Thus, the need to belong
theoretically leads individuals to avoid provocative victim status, thereby reducing their
likelihood of exposure to ostracism (Howard et al., 2020).

Despite this theoretical link between the need to belong and workplace ostracism,
scholars have not provided consistent and robust evidence regarding how and when
the need to belong prompts employees to decrease their exposure to workplace ostra-
cism. Studying the effects of the need to belong on ostracism may provide evidence to
support this theoretical link and, more importantly, suggest practical guidance for pre-
venting ostracism, which has various negative outcomes, such as depression, job
tension, emotional exhaustion, and turnover intention (Howard et al., 2020).

To advance the relevant theories and understand how and when the need to belong
reduces the occurrence of workplace ostracism, we apply belongingness theory, which is
based on two key assumptions. The first is that individuals avoid exhibiting inappropriate
behaviors that destroy bonds and lead to their exclusion (Pickett et al., 2004). This argu-
ment suggests that inappropriate behavior serves as an important mechanism that med-
iates the need to belong and exposure to workplace ostracism. The second assumption is
that people can fulfill their need to belong in various ways (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This
suggests that other channels that can help individuals fulfill their need to belong may
buffer the effects of this need, and that decreasing inappropriate behavior is not the
only way to achieve belongingness.

Accordingly, this study investigates the mediating role of organizational deviance and
the moderating role of in-role performance in the relationship between the need to
belong and workplace ostracism. Organizational deviance is unethical behavior that chal-
lenges organizational norms and may harm the organization (Bennett & Robinson, 2000;
Robinson & Bennett, 1995, 1997; Robinson et al., 2014). Belongingness theory is not the
only theory providing support for the claim that organizational deviance is an essential
mediator. Bonding theory posits that people who are bonded to a social setting are
less likely to demonstrate deviant behavior, which increases their opportunity to
achieve acceptance (Bennett & Robinson, 2000). The victimization framework asserts
that victims of mistreatment have a role or status with associated behaviors, and thus
avoiding actions that contravene social norms helps them decrease their exposure to reta-
liatory ostracism (Aquino & Lamertz, 2004; Howard et al., 2020). Based on these argu-
ments, we propose that the need to belong makes employees less likely to exhibit
organizational deviance, thereby reducing the degree of workplace ostracism that they
experience. In practical terms, identifying organizational deviance as a mediator can
direct employees to avoid engaging in inappropriate behaviors to prevent ostracism.
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In-role performance refers to ‘the effectiveness with which employees carry out their
formally-prescribed job responsibilities (i.e. their in-role behavior)’ (Turnley et al., 2003,
p. 189). In-role performance and deviant behavior represent the positive and negative
components of overall job performance (Dalal et al., 2009), and they have interdependent
effects (Dalal et al., 2009). We argue that in-role performance is an important channel
through which employees can fulfill their need to belong. Thus, decreasing organizational
deviance is not the only way to achieve belongingness. However, in-role performance is
relatively stable, and employees have limited freedom to adjust it because they must
perform at a certain level to survive in an organization (Organ, 1977). In-role performance
is also likely to be constrained by age (Ng & Feldman, 2008) and cognitive ability (LePine &
Van Dyne, 2001). Additionally, it has a weaker relationship with workplace ostracism than
organizational deviance does (Howard et al., 2020). Hence, we consider in-role perform-
ance as a moderator and organizational deviance as a mediator.

Employees with a high level of in-role performance complete tasks successfully and
position themselves favorably in the workplace. They are regarded as high performers
because they stand out professionally (Tepper et al., 2011). Additionally, their ability
and competence are highly respected by other organizational members, who tend to
form favorable impressions of high performers. Respect and good impressions indicate
high performers’ acceptance by others. Hence, high performers’ need to belong is not
likely to be activated, thereby mitigating the effect of the need to belong on organiz-
ational deviance. Conversely, low performers cannot earn respect or make good
impressions based on their performance. Thus, their need to belong is likely to be acti-
vated, motivating them to find ways to earn acceptance from their colleagues.

This study makes three important contributions to the literature. First, we integrate the
need to belong and workplace ostracism into a single model based on belongingness
theory. This approach answers the call to study the relationship between belongingness
and ostracism (Williams, 2007). Second, we contribute to belongingness theory by focus-
ing on the mediating role of organizational deviance in the relationship between the need
to belong and workplace ostracism. Examining this mediating mechanism deepens our
understanding of how the need to belong directs individuals toward behaviors that
reduce workplace ostracism and provides evidence that organizational deviance is the
bridge linking the need to belong to workplace ostracism. Third, we test the boundary
condition of belongingness theory by examining the moderating role of in-role perform-
ance in both the main effect (i.e. on organizational deviance) and the indirect effect (i.e. on
workplace ostracism via reduced organizational deviance) of the need to belong. In this
way, we clarify who benefits most from the need to belong and develop practical impli-
cations by identifying leverage points for strengthening the influence of the need to
belong. In sum, our key contribution is our incorporation of the mediating and moderat-
ing mechanisms into a single model that explains how and when the need to belong
reduces workplace ostracism based on belongingness theory. Figure 1 presents our
research model.

To test our theoretical model and hypotheses, we conducted a time-lagged survey
study and collected supervisor–subordinate dyadic data from a consulting firm in
China. This research design helped to alleviate concern regarding common method
bias and to apply belongingness theory to a service industry in an Eastern cultural
context.
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Hypothesis development

Belongingness theory has three main components that guide our hypothesis develop-
ment. First, the need to belong motivates individuals to maintain their interpersonal
attachments and pursue acceptance from others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Hence, we
propose that employees with a high need to belong are inclined to pursue acceptance
from their colleagues. Second, the need to belong typically leads individuals to avoid
conflict via behavioral and emotional reactions (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Carvallo &
Pelham, 2006). We therefore propose that employees with a high need to belong are
likely to avoid behaviors that inconvenience others. In particular, such employees will
tend to reduce behaviors characterized by organizational deviance in an effort to avoid
conflict with and facilitate acceptance by others. Finally, people can fulfill their need to
belong by developing connections and contributing in many contexts, such as workplace,
society, family, school, and community environments (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Thomp-
son & McRae, 2001). The need to belong in organizations can be fulfilled in many ways.
Reducing deviant behavior is one way to avoid conflict and exclusion. Another is to
excel at one’s job, as this allows employees to effectively show their organization and col-
leagues their contributions (Dalal et al., 2009). As a high degree of in-role performance can
meet employees’ need to avoid exclusion (Howard et al., 2020), we propose that the
effects of the need to belong on organizational deviance may be alleviated by a high
degree of in-role performance.

Need to belong, organizational deviance, and workplace ostracism

Belongingness theory contends that individuals desire to maintain attachments and
behave in ways that minimize conflict (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Satisfying the need
to belong produces a host of positive outcomes, such as the sense of living a meaningful
life and fitting in (Dewall et al., 2011; Lambert et al., 2013), job satisfaction (O’Reilly et al.,
2015), the subjective experience of positive relationships (Pickett et al., 2004), shared
social identity (Haslam et al., 2009), cooperation (De Cremer & Leonardelli, 2003), and con-
nection to social change (May, 2011). In contrast, a thwarted need to belong is associated
with detrimental physical, psychological, and work-related consequences, such as health
problems (O’Reilly et al., 2015), anger and aggression (Leary et al., 2006), hurt feelings
(Leary & Leder, 2009), social anxiety (Brown et al., 2007), decisional frustration (De

Figure 1. The conceptual model.
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Cremer & Leonardelli, 2003), discrimination (Carvallo & Pelham, 2006), and bullying
(Underwood & Ehrenreich, 2014).

Individuals are inclined to follow norms and regulations to establish and maintain posi-
tive relationships, and they are likely to avoid behaviors that may offend others. Similarly,
bonding theory posits that people who feel attached to social institutions are inclined to
control themselves and suppress deviant behaviors to gain acceptance (Bennett & Robin-
son, 2000). The victimization framework identifies aggressive and hostile behaviors that
may lead others to retaliate against perpetrators (Aquino & Lamertz, 2004). Organizational
deviance is a type of aggressive and harmful behavior that occurs in the workplace
(Robinson & Bennett, 1995). It can be assumed that individuals who engage in such
deviant behavior risk backlash from colleagues who suffer from or observe the behavior.
For example, there is evidence that the relationship between the exhibition of organiz-
ational deviance and exposure to abusive supervision is reciprocal (Lian et al., 2014). As
argued earlier, people with a strong need to belong are particularly attuned to others’ per-
ceptions and evaluations (Carvallo & Pelham, 2006). As these people are eager to establish
and maintain interpersonal attachments in the workplace, they tend to exhibit less organ-
izational deviance. Based on the above reasoning, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: The need to belong is negatively related to organizational deviance.

Workplace ostracism is the experience of being excluded in the workplace. Being rejected
and ignored by others is a painful experience with various detrimental physical, psycho-
logical, and work-related consequences (Howard et al., 2020). Drawing on social identity
theory, studies have shown that being ostracized reduces citizenship behavior via
decreased organizational identification (Wu et al., 2016). Research from a dynamic com-
ponential perspective indicates that perceptions of workplace ostracism are negatively
associated with creativity via undermined task resources and creative process engage-
ment (Kwan et al., 2018).

Scholars have identified various antecedents of ostracism. For example, research has
shown that neuroticism is positively associated with workplace ostracism, whereas agree-
ableness and extraversion are negatively associated with it (Wu et al., 2011). Other factors
that lead to employee ostracism include envy (Mao et al., 2020), competitive goal inter-
dependence, conflict with supervisors (Wu et al., 2015), and failure to conform to
others’ opinions (Williams et al., 2000).

Drawing on belongingness theory, we posit that individuals tend to ostracize those
who violate social norms (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Social norms are behavioral stan-
dards expected by organizational members and are important for organizational effec-
tiveness and functioning (Howard et al., 2020). In the workplace, where relationships
have many subtle and uncertain aspects (Fiset et al., 2017), individuals use ostracism as
a punitive or defensive approach to show their displeasure with those who break social
norms without directly confronting them (Wu et al., 2015).

The mistreatment of others is regarded as a threat to relationships and effectiveness in
the workplace (Scott et al., 2013). Organizational deviance represents a detrimental form
of job performance, which includes unfavorable behaviors (e.g. violating safety guide-
lines, destroying facilities) and illegal behaviors (e.g. stealing, drug abuse; Rotundo &
Sackett, 2002). Employees who exhibit organizational deviance are regarded as social
liabilities at work and are thus targeted for workplace ostracism. Therefore, workplace
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ostracism may be a response to organizational deviance intended to keep employees in
line. In other words, workplace ostracism may be intended to induce a behavioral change
by ostracizing ‘bad apples’ who exhibit organizational deviance. A meta-analytic study
found a positive relationship between the exhibition of workplace deviance and percep-
tions of workplace ostracism (Howard et al., 2020). Hence, we propose the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Organizational deviance is positively related to workplace ostracism.

The preceding arguments suggest that the need to belong is negatively associated with
the exhibition of organizational deviance and that organizational deviance is positively
associated with perceptions of workplace ostracism. Researchers have also reported a
negative relationship between the need to belong and exposure to workplace ostracism
(Yang & Treadway, 2018). Scholars have defined the need to belong as the tendency to
place importance on organizational membership (Eck et al., 2017) and as the tendency
to establish and maintain social connections (Yang & Treadway, 2018). As a result, employ-
ees with a strong need to belong are likely to decrease their exposure to workplace ostra-
cism via reduced organizational deviance.

Belongingness theory also suggests that behavioral responses play a mediating role in
the relationship between the need to belong and acceptance (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).
Researchers have recently proposed that ‘those with a need to belong are more likely to
be cognizant of their social connections and less likely to perform behaviors that cause
conflict resulting in ostracism’ (Howard et al., 2020, p. 581). This statement suggests
that hostile behavior plays a mediating role in the association between the need to
belong and workplace ostracism. Hence, we propose that organizational deviance med-
iates the negative relationship between the need to belong and perceptions of workplace
ostracism. In other words, employees with a strong need to belong are less likely to
exhibit organizational deviance, which reduces their risk of ostracism by colleagues. As
such, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: Organizational deviance mediates the relationship between the need to
belong and workplace ostracism.

Moderating role of in-role performance

Belongingness theory suggests that people can fulfill their need to belong in various ways
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Thompson & McRae, 2001). As noted above, in-role perform-
ance and deviant behavior are two key components of overall job performance (Dalal
et al., 2009). In-role performance is relatively stable (Organ, 1977), whereas deviant behav-
ior fluctuates daily due to its discretionary nature (Dalal et al., 2009). Therefore, we
propose that in-role performance moderates the relationship between the need to
belong and organizational deviance for the following reason.

Employees who demonstrate a low degree of in-role performance (low performers)
tend to become targets for hostility because they signal low utility and may be harmful
or threatening (Tepper et al., 2011). They make their colleagues look bad by negatively
influencing shared tasks. This puts low performers at risk of exclusionary acts. Facing
such unfavorable circumstances, low performers’ need to belong is activated, motivating
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them to avoid further provocation of their victim status. An effective way to achieve this is
to suppress organizational deviance. Consequently, employees who perform poorly but
wish to fulfill their need to belong are likely to reduce their organizational deviance.
This circumstance is similar to the situation in which a person pays more attention to
acquiring and storing food when their need to eat is at risk and thus activated
(Maslow, 1954).

Conversely, a high level of in-role performance indicates a high degree of contribution
to the organization. By virtue of their contribution to the organization, employees with
high in-role performance attain high status. Research has shown that individual pro-
ductivity is positively related to social status (Flynn, 2003). As status and acceptance
are often correlated (Anderson et al., 2015), high status can represent a low risk of experi-
encing workplace ostracism (Cullen et al., 2014; Wu et al., 2020). As high performers work
in favorable and secure environments, their need to belong is less likely to be activated. As
such, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: In-role performance moderates the negative relationship between the need to
belong and organizational deviance such that the relationship is stronger when in-role per-
formance is low rather than high.

The preceding arguments outline an integrated framework in which organizational
deviance mediates the relationship between the need to belong and workplace ostracism
and in-role performance moderates the relationship between the need to belong and
organizational deviance. Based on the hypotheses that in-role performance moderates
the relationship between the need to belong and organizational deviance and that organ-
izational deviance is positively related to perceptions of workplace ostracism, we contend
that in-role performance also moderates the magnitude of the mediating mechanism of
organizational deviance in the relationship between belongingness and ostracism. This
approach represents a moderated mediation model (Edwards & Lambert, 2007). From
the theoretical perspective of belongingness, individuals with low in-role performance
are less likely to perceive themselves favorably. Thus, their need to belong is activated,
which guides them to abstain from organizational deviance to avoid offending others.
As a result, they are less likely to be ostracized. In contrast, individuals with high in-role
performance are better positioned in their organizations. Thus, their need to belong is
less likely to be activated and they are less likely to reduce their organizational deviance,
which increases their risk of being ostracized. We therefore propose the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: In-role performance moderates the indirect effect of the need to belong on
workplace ostracism via organizational deviance such that this indirect effect is stronger
when the level of in-role performance is low rather than high.

Methods

Sample and procedures

Data were collected from supervisor–subordinate dyads in a newly established (less than
one year old) consulting firm in China. All 137 new frontline employees and their super-
visors were targeted. Collecting data from two sources in field surveys is a common

THE SERVICE INDUSTRIES JOURNAL 7



approach (e.g. Lee et al., 2017) that alleviates concerns surrounding commonmethod bias
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). A new employee is a person who has been recently hired and has
no past work experience with the hiring organization (Son & Ok, 2019). Newcomers were
targeted because they are likely to adjust their behaviors in the early socialization stages
(Firth et al., 2014) and because they seek to fulfill basic psychological needs (Wu et al.,
2019).

Participation was voluntary, and all of the respondents were promised anonymity in
their responses. The questionnaires were coded before distribution. With the help of
administrative staff, one of the researchers collected the survey data during work
hours. To encourage participation, each respondent was gifted a notebook as an
incentive.

A three-wave research design was used to test the hypothesized relationships between
the key variables. At Time 1, data associated with the employees’ demographic variables,
their need to belong, and their supervisors’ ratings of their in-role performance were col-
lected. To avoid burdening the supervisors, each supervisor rated only one subordinate.
When more than one subordinate respondent was possible, the respondent was ran-
domly selected by drawing a number from a box. A total of 134 employee questionnaires
and 130 supervisor questionnaires were returned, resulting in response rates of 97.8% for
employees and 94.9% for supervisors. One month later, at Time 2, the supervisors were
asked to rate their employee’s organizational deviance during the past month. A total
of 120 supervisor questionnaires were returned, a response rate of 87.6%. One month
later, at Time 3, the employees were asked to report their perceptions of workplace ostra-
cism during the past month. A total of 115 employee questionnaires were returned, a
response rate of 83.9%. To determine data collection intervals, the literature on the pre-
dictors of exposure to workplace ostracism was reviewed. Wide disparities were discov-
ered between previous time-lagged field studies’ data collection intervals, ranging from
10 days (Wu et al., 2019) to 4 months (Wu et al., 2011). As we were examining a moderated
mediation model that shows both underlying and interaction effects, a relatively long
interval was applied to allow the respondents to evaluate, take action, and perceive reac-
tions from their colleagues.

In total, 108 dyadic supervisor–subordinate data sets were collected, representing
78.8% of the targeted dyads. Following the suggestion of Goodman and Blum (1996),
the systematic response differences between the three data collection waves were exam-
ined using multiple logistic regression analyses and t-tests. No significant differences were
found in the key variables across the three surveys. Hence, we suggest that targeted par-
ticipants randomly dropped out of the study.

Of the 108 employees, 68 were female and 40 were male. In terms of educational back-
ground, 4 had a high-school level education or below, 9 had an associate degree, 46 had a
Bachelor’s degree, and 50 had a Master’s degree or above. Eighty-eight employees
(81.48%) were under 30 years old.

Measures

The questionnaires were in Chinese, but the key scales were originally developed in
English. Scholars who have investigated in-role performance, organizational deviance,
and workplace ostracism in Chinese settings were asked to provide the Chinese versions
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of their scales. One author translated the need to belong items from English to Chinese.
Another author then back-translated those Chinese items to ensure measurement equiv-
alence. Following the recommendations for back-translation, the Chinese and English ver-
sions of the measure were compared; all of the keywords were replicated in the back-
translation (Brislin, 1970; Brislin & Freimanis, 2001). The responses to all of the items
except the demographic variables ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Need to belong
A 10-item scale developed by Leary et al. (2013) was used to measure the need to belong.
A sample item reads as follows: ‘I need to feel that there are people I can turn to in times of
need.’ Three of the items are reverse-coded so that higher scores represent higher levels
of the need to belong. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .90.

In-role performance
A 5-item scale originally developed by Williams (1988) and later adapted by Hui et al.
(1999) in a Chinese setting was used to measure in-role performance. A sample item
reads as follows: ‘[The subordinate] fulfilled responsibilities specified in the job descrip-
tion.’ Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .95.

Organizational deviance
A 12-item scale originally developed by Bennett and Robinson (2000) and later applied by
Wang et al. (2012) in a Chinese setting was used to measure organizational deviance. A
sample item reads as follows: ‘[The subordinate] spent too much time fantasizing or day-
dreaming instead of working.’ Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .98.

Workplace ostracism
A 10-item scale originally developed by Ferris et al. (2008) and later applied by Wu et al.
(2012) in a Chinese setting was used to measure workplace ostracism. A sample item
reads as follows: ‘Others ignored me at work.’ Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .98.

Control variables
The employees’ demographic variables were controlled for because they may affect job
performance (Choi & Lee, 2014; Ng & Feldman, 2008) and/or workplace ostracism (Wu
et al., 2015). Age had four categories: 29 years old or under, 30–39 years old, 40–49
years old, and 50 years old or above. Gender was dummy coded as 0 for male and 1
for female. Education had four categories: high school diploma or below, associate
degree, Bachelor’s degree, and Master’s degree or above. Organizational tenure was
measured by the number of months that a respondent had been with the company.

Results

Confirmatory factor analysis

To examine the distinctiveness of the variables, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was con-
ducted withMplus 7.4. Due to the small sample size, the ratio of the number of cases to the
number of items was less than five, which is not appropriate for factor analysis (Hair et al.,
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1998). Tomeet the gold standard associated with themodel fit indices (Williams & O’Boyle,
2008), a common parceling approach was used to reduce the number of indicators (Little
et al., 2002). According to the exploratory factor analysis results, the highest factor loading
items were combined with the lowest factor loading items by taking their average until
three to five aggregate items were obtained for each form (see Appendix 1).

As Table 1 shows, the proposed four-factor model demonstrated better fit than the
alternative models, with acceptable model fit indices (χ2 = 285.32, df = 146, CFI = .95,
TLI = .95, RMSEA = .09, SRMR = .04). The one-, two-, and three-factor models yielded unac-
ceptable fit indices. These results support the discriminant validity of the key variables.

Descriptive statistics

Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations of the variables. The
need to belong was negatively correlated with organizational deviance (r =−.23, p
< .05) and workplace ostracism (r =−.19, p < .05). Additionally, organizational deviance
was positively correlated with workplace ostracism (r = .26, p < .01). All of these findings
provide preliminary support for Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3. Regarding the demographic vari-
ables, only gender was significantly correlated with workplace ostracism (r =−.22, p < .05).
The nonsignificant relationships of workplace ostracism with age, education, and tenure
may be explained by the small sample size. Furthermore, checking the normality results
revealed that the Q-Q plots of the four key variables showed that the dots were very close
to a diagonal line, representing a normal distribution.

Hypothesis testing

Hierarchical regression and bootstrapping analyses were conducted to test the proposed
hypotheses. Hypothesis 1 predicts that the need to belong is negatively related to organ-
izational deviance. Hypothesis 2 predicts that organizational deviance is positively related
to workplace ostracism. As the hierarchical regression analysis results in Table 3 show, the
need to belong had a significant negative effect on organizational deviance (β =−.22, p
< .05, Model 2), and organizational deviance had a significant positive effect on workplace
ostracism (β = .26, p < .05, Model 7). Therefore, Hypotheses 1 and 2 were supported.

Table 1. Results of confirmatory factor analyses.
Models χ2 df χ2/ df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Four-factor model
NTB, IRP, OD, WO

285.32 146 1.95 .95 .95 .09 .04

Three-factor model 1
OD and WO combined

1300.19 149 8.73 .62 .57 .27 .20

Three-factor model 2
NTB and IRP combined

625.51 149 4.20 .84 .82 .17 .19

Two-factor model
NTB and IRP combined, OD and WO combined

1638.16 151 10.85 .51 .45 .27 .30

One-factor model
NTB, IRP, OD and WO combined

1855.20 152 12.21 .44 .37 .32 .25

Note: NTB = Need to belong, IRP = In-role performance, OD = Organizational deviance, WO =Workplace ostracism; CFI:
comparative fit index, TLA: Tucker-Lewis index; RMSEA: root mean square error of approximation, SRMR: standard
root mean-square residual.
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Hypothesis 3 proposes that organizational deviance mediates the relationship
between the need to belong and workplace ostracism. The bootstrapping analyses rec-
ommended by Hayes (2009) were conducted. The indirect effect of the need to belong
on workplace ostracism via organizational deviance was significant. The 95% confidence
interval based on 1,000 bootstrap samples of the indirect effect was [−.12, −.01], exclud-
ing zero. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Hypothesis 4 proposes that in-role performance moderates the relationship between
the need to belong and organizational deviance. As Table 3 shows, the interaction
between the need to belong and in-role performance was positively related to organiz-
ational deviance (β = .27, p < .05, Model 4). Figure 2 illustrates the interaction effects
using the slopes one standard deviation above and below the mean score of in-role per-
formance, consistent with the approach of Dawson (2014). The interaction patterns
support Hypothesis 4. In particular, the negative relationship between the need to

Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables.
Variable Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1.Age 1.24 .58
2.Gender .63 .49 −.18
3.Education 3.31 .78 −.41** .50**
4.Tenure 7.83 1.07 −.01 .08 .09
5.Need to Belong 3.50 .55 −.13 .10 .12 .06
6.In-role performance 4.44 .57 −.27** .31** .20* −.11 .14
7.Organizational deviance 1.42 .53 .05 −.17 .10 .07 −.23* −.68**
8.Workplace ostracism 1.73 .56 .09 −.22* −.17 .09 −.19* −.27** .26**

Note: n = 108. *p < .05, **p < .01.

Table 3. Results of regression analysis.
Organizational deviance Workplace ostracism

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Model
5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

1.Age .11(.09) .09(.09) −.05(.07) .05(.07) .02(.10) .01(.10) −.01
(.10)

−.02
(.10)

2.Gender −.32**
(.12)

−.31**
(.16)

−.09(.09) −.07(.09) −.21
(.13)

−.20
(.16)

−.12
(.13)

−.12
(.13)

3.Education .20*(.08) .21**(.08) .20**(.06) .19**(.06) −.06
(.09)

−.05
(.08)

−.11
(.09)

−.10
(.09)

4.Tenure .03(.04) .03(.04) .01(.03) −.01(.03) .05(.04) .05(.04) .04(.04) .04(.04)
Independent variable
Need to belong −.22*

(.09)
−.16*(.07) −.19**

(.07)
−.17*
(.10)

−.12
(.10)

Moderator
In-role performance −.66**

(.07)
−.65**
(.07)

Interaction
Need to belong * In-
role performance

.27*(.13)

Mediator
Organizational
deviance

.26*(.10) .23*(.11)

R2 .09 .14 .56 .58 .06 .09 .12 .13
ΔR2 .09 .05 .42 .02 .06 .03 .06 .04
ΔF 2.60* 6.04* 95.72** 4.12* 1.77 3.21 6.46* 4.75*

Note: n = 108; *p < .05, **p < .01.
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belong and organizational deviance was stronger when in-role performance was low (β =
−.35, p < .01, one standard deviation below the mean) rather than high (β = .00, n.s., one
standard deviation above the mean).

Hypothesis 5 predicts that in-role performance moderates the indirect effect of the
need to belong on workplace ostracism via organizational deviance. Following
Edwards and Lambert (2007), the moderated path analysis method was used to test
Hypothesis 5. The findings in Table 4 show that the indirect effect of the need to
belong on workplace ostracism through organizational deviance was not moderated
by in-role performance (Dβ =−.04, n.s.), rejecting Hypothesis 5. However, the results
in Table 4 indicate that in-role performance moderated the relationship between the
need to belong and organizational deviance (i.e. the first-stage effect; Dγ = .35, p
< .01), further supporting Hypothesis 4.

Figure 2. Effect of the interaction of need to belong and in-role performance on organizational
deviance.

Table 4. The interactive effect of need to belong, and in-role performance on workplace ostracism.

Moderator variable

need to belong (x) → organizational deviance (m) → workplace
ostracism (y)

Stage Effect

First Second
Direct
effects

Indirect
Effects Total effects

PMX PYM PYX (PYM PMX) (PYX + PYM PMX)

Simple paths for low in-role performance (−1 SD) −.35** .12 −.04 −.04 −.08
Simple paths for high in-role performance (+1
SD)

.00 .15 −.21 .00 −.21

Differences .35** .03 −.18 .04 −.13
Note: n = 108; *p < .05; **p < .01; PMX: path from need to belong to organizational deviance; PYM: path from organizational
deviance to workplace ostracism; PYX: path from need to belong to workplace ostracism; Low in-role performance refers
to one standard deviation below the mean of in-role performance; High in-role performance refers to one standard
deviation above the mean of in-role performance; Tests of differences for the indirect and total effect were based
on bias-corrected confidence intervals derived from bootstrap estimates.
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Discussion

Belongingness research has left no doubt that the need to belong influences individuals’
likelihood of being accepted (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). We provide empirical evidence
to support the theoretical link between the need to belong and workplace ostracism. In
particular, we find that organizational deviance mediates the relationship between the
need to belong and workplace ostracism. In addition, in-role performance alleviates the
main effect of the need to belong on organizational deviance. These findings have
several important theoretical and managerial implications.

First, this study contributes to the belongingness literature by applying belongingness
theory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and integrating the need to belong and workplace
ostracism. This approach answers the call to link belongingness and ostracism (Williams,
2007). The pursuit of belonging motivates individuals to eliminate the negative states
associated with feelings of exclusion and bitterness (Dewall & Bushman, 2011). Examining
the need to belong widens the scope of antecedents to workplace ostracism by focusing
on motivational predictors (Williams & Sommer, 1997). As discussed earlier, studies have
focused on personalities (e.g. Wu et al., 2011) and work contexts (e.g. Wu et al., 2015) to
account for exposure to workplace ostracism (see Mao et al., 2018, for a review). Inconsist-
ent with the conventional wisdom regarding the negative relationship between the need
to belong and ostracism (Williams, 2007), a recent meta-analytic study provided evidence
of a nonsignificant relationship between the need to belong and workplace ostracism
(Howard et al., 2020). Studies have focused on the moderating role of the need to
belong in buffering the destructive effects of exposure to workplace ostracism, but
have not considered the main effect of the need to belong on workplace ostracism
(Eck et al., 2017; Yang & Treadway, 2018). We were inspired by these studies to investigate
the association between the need to belong and workplace ostracism using a fine-grained
approach. Drawing on belongingness theory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), this study is one
of the first attempts to empirically bridge the research divide between the need to belong
and workplace ostracism. We hope that our findings will stimulate future research on the
motivational antecedents of workplace ostracism.

Second, this study contributes to the literature by exploring the mediating role of
organizational deviance to explain the underlying behavioral mechanism that links the
need to belong and workplace ostracism. Although research has provided evidence
linking personality traits with perceptions of workplace ostracism (Wu et al., 2011), the
mediating mechanism has not been explored. Therefore, it is unclear how and why indi-
vidual characteristics result in employees’ exposure to workplace ostracism. Belonging-
ness theory suggests that individuals driven by belonging-related motivations engage
in fewer destructive behaviors, thereby increasing their likelihood of acceptance by
others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Commitment to reducing organizational deviance
has been conceptualized as an effective tool to avoid rejection by colleagues. This
study extends the application of belongingness theory by regarding organizational
deviance as a key mediator to explain why people with a high need to belong are less
likely to experience workplace ostracism. Future research may investigate the mediating
role of organizational deviance in the relationship between other individual character-
istics and exposure to workplace ostracism or to other deviant behaviors, such as bullying,
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gossip, incivility, and sexual harassment (Anasori et al., 2020; Robinson & Bennett, 1995;
Tian et al., 2019).

Third, this study provides evidence that in-role performance serves as a boundary con-
dition for the effect of the need to belong on organizational deviance. A high degree of in-
role performance is perceived by organizational members as a high level of contribution
to the organization. This favorable situation is not likely to activate the need to belong.
However, low performers sense their unfavorable circumstances, which activates their
need to belong. Importantly, our findings add a consideration of in-role performance
to the belongingness literature. Based on the argument of belongingness theory that
the need to belong can be fulfilled in various ways (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), our
finding regarding the moderating role of in-role performance in alleviating the negative
relationship between the need to belong and organizational deviance bridges the gap
between in-role performance and belongingness.

However, our findings also reveal that in-role performance does not moderate the
indirect effect of the need to belong on workplace ostracism through organizational
deviance. Other mediators not considered in this study (e.g. those that are important in
avoiding rejection, such as citizenship behavior and creative behavior) may have roles
that are moderated by in-role performance. Future research may include other mediators
to explain the mechanism underlying the relationship between the need to belong and
workplace ostracism.

Recent meta-analytic research has provided evidence of the positive relationship
between the exhibition of workplace deviance and exposure to workplace ostracism
(Howard et al., 2020), which is consistent with our findings. Researchers have also exam-
ined whether the relationship between deviance and workplace ostracism differs when
deviance is measured before workplace ostracism (e.g. Peng & Zeng, 2017; Quade
et al., 2017) and when deviance is measured after workplace ostracism (e.g. Ferris et al.,
2015; Yang & Treadway, 2018). The meta-analytic effect sizes of these two methodological
designs are comparable, without significant differences (Howard et al., 2020). We apply
belongingness theory to propose that organizational deviance is a proximal outcome
of the need to belong and that workplace ostracism is a relatively distal outcome
influenced by the need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Our approach thus supports
the claim that organizational deviance may be better conceptualized as a predictor of
workplace ostracism (Howard et al., 2020).

Consistent with Howard et al. (2020), our correlation analyses indicate that gender is
significantly correlated with workplace ostracism, but age and tenure are not. In particu-
lar, men are more likely than women to perceive workplace ostracism. Surprisingly, our
findings indicate a nonsignificant relationship between education and workplace ostra-
cism, which is inconsistent with the meta-analytic finding that employees with high edu-
cation levels tend to perceive workplace ostracism (Howard et al., 2020). Generally, our
findings support the claim that demographic variables only have weak relationships
with workplace ostracism (Howard et al., 2020).

Practical implications

Our findings have several managerial implications. First, belongingness can serve as a
form of therapy by assisting individuals who endure frequent or lengthy episodes of
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ostracism (Williams, 2007). As the need to belong is a key human motivation for interper-
sonal attachments (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), it deserves recognition in the workplace
through managerial practices that seek to mitigate organizational deviance and
thereby minimize workplace ostracism. It is critical for organizations to recognize the
negative association between belongingness and organizational deviance and workplace
ostracism. Organizations can implement belongingness support programs that include
training and opportunities for interactions (Ozcelik & Barsade, 2018). These programs
may focus on satisfying individuals’ need to belong and managing motivations to
reduce the occurrence of workplace ostracism. Organizations should also foster environ-
ments that facilitate individuals’ pursuit of belonging.

Second, our results show that organizational deviance mediates the relationship
between the need to belong and workplace ostracism. For organizations and managers,
this underscores the importance of paying attention to organizational deviance (Bennett
& Robinson, 2000). Organizations seeking to reduce workplace ostracism should discou-
rage managers and employees from engaging in organizational deviance. To reduce
organizational deviance, managers and employees should be trained to build positive
relationships in the workplace, such as supportive, high-quality relationships between
leaders and members (Ferris et al., 2009).

Finally, we find that in-role performance moderates the negative relationship between
the need to belong and organizational deviance, such that the relationship is stronger
when in-role performance is low rather than high. Hence, organizations should pay
close attention to employees with high in-role performance and help them to build
healthy relationships in the workplace.

Limitations

Several potential limitations of this study are worth mentioning. Organizational deviance
was measured using supervisor ratings to avoid common method bias (Podsakoff et al.,
2003), but supervisors may not accurately judge their subordinates’ organizational
deviance, as it is impossible for them to observe their subordinates’ behaviors at all
times. Individuals may hide their deviant behaviors and pretend to engage in positive
behaviors to secure promotions. Therefore, we encourage future studies to use
different sources, including peers, to rate focal employees’ organizational deviance.

Second, all of the respondents were Chinese, which may limit the generalizability of the
results. Chinese culture has a high degree of collectivism, and thus, Chinese people are
more likely to be influenced by the need to belong than people from Western cultures
are. Cross-cultural research comparing the findings of Chinese and Western samples is
desirable.

Third, a time-lagged research design was applied in this study, which cannot provide
solid evidence for causal relationships (Law et al., 2016). Exposure to workplace ostracism
may lead targets to exhibit organizational deviance. Therefore, we call for a longitudinal
study to measure all of the variables at each time point.

Fourth, we did not include others’ ostracizing behaviors in the proposed model. Yang
and Treadway (2018) indicated that the link between coworkers’ ostracizing behaviors
and perceptions of such behaviors is moderated by victims’ need to belong. More specifi-
cally, employees with a high need to belong are more likely to detect others’ ostracizing
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behaviors and develop perceptions of such behaviors than employees with a low need to
belong. To rule out this possibility, colleagues should be asked to rate their own ostraciz-
ing behaviors toward the focal employee.

Finally, all of the respondents were newcomers, which may limit the generalizability of
our findings to other settings. As newcomers do not have a network or experience in the
organization, they may not be able to perceive ostracism accurately as they lack relation-
ships with other organizational members. However, a recent meta-analysis showed that
tenure does not affect exposure to workplace ostracism (Howard et al., 2020). Hence,
our findings may be generalizable to employees with longer tenure. Nevertheless, we
call for future research to test our model with general employees.

Conclusion

Drawing on belongingness theory, we focus on fundamental human motivations and
show how the need to belong is negatively associated with perceptions of workplace
ostracism. Our results indicate that organizational deviance is an important mediator of
the link between the need to belong and workplace ostracism. In-role performance mod-
erates the negative relationship between the need to belong and organizational deviance
such that the relationship is stronger when in-role performance is low rather than high. By
advancing a model linking the need to belong and workplace ostracism, we offer a new
perspective on the mechanisms involved in this relationship.
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Appendix 1. Results of item parceling

Items of the need to belong
Factor
loading

Combined
items

Factor
loading

1. If other people don’t seem to accept me, I don’t let it bother me.
(reverse coded)

.674 Item 9 + Item 4 .886

2. I try hard not to do things that will make other people avoid or reject
me.

.629 Item 7 + Item 2 .863

3. I seldom worry about whether other people care about me. (reverse
coded)

.665 Item 8 + Item 3 .851

4. I need to feel that there are people I can turn to in times of need. .591 Item 10 + Item
1

.779

5. I want other people to accept me. .705 Item 5 + Item 6 .806
6. I do not like being alone. .770
7. Being apart from my friends for long periods of time does not bother
me. (reverse coded)

.822

8. I have a strong ‘need to belong.’ .798
9. It bothers me a great deal when I am not included in other people’s
plans.

.870

10. My feelings are easily hurt when I feel that others do not accept me. .773
Items of in-role performance Factor

loading
Combined
items

Factor
loading

1. Fulfilled responsibilities specified in job description .933 Item 2 + Item 5 .968
2. Met formal performance requirement of the job .949 Item 3 + Item 4 .969
3. Adequately completed assigned duties. .947 Item 1 .904
4. Performed tasks that were expected of him/her. .905
5. Engaged in activities that would directly affect his/her performance
evaluation.

.796

Items of workplace ostracism Factor
loading

Combined
items

Factor
loading

1. Others ignored you at work. .877 Item 9 +
Item10

.912

2. Others left the area when you entered. .922 Item 5 + Item 1 .949
3. Your greetings have gone unanswered at work. .943 Item 6 + Item 2 .976
4. You involuntarily sat alone in a crowded lunchroom at work. .934 Item 3 + Item7 .980
5. Others avoided you at work. .951 Item 4 + Item 8 .991
6. You noticed others would not look at you at work. .947
7. Others at work shut you out of the conversation. .928
8. Others refused to talk to you at work. .941
9. Others at work treated you as if you weren’t there. .961
10. Others at work did not invite you or ask you if you wanted anything
when they went out for a coffee break.

.832

Items of organizational deviance Factor
loading

Combined
items

Factor
loading

1. Taken property from work without permission. .878 Item 8 + Item 3 .959
2. Spent too much time fantasizing or daydreaming instead of working. .874 Item 11 + Item

2
.985

(Continued )
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Continued.

Items of the need to belong
Factor
loading

Combined
items

Factor
loading

3. Falsified a receipt to get reimbursed for more money than [the
subordinate] spent on business expenses.

.871 Item 6 + Item 1 .935

4. Taken an additional or longer break than is acceptable at workplace. .918 Item 7 + Item
12

.947

5. Came in late to work without permission. .910 Item 10 + Item
5

.931

6. Littered work environment. .922 Item 9 + Item 4 .959
7. Neglected to follow boss’s instructions. .921
8. Intentionally worked slower than [the subordinate] could have
worked.

.945

9. Discussed confidential company information with an unauthorized
person.

.919

10. Used an illegal drug or consumed alcohol on the job. .919
11. Put little effort into work. .925
12. Dragged out work in order to get overtime. .883
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