

  sustainability-15-07828




sustainability-15-07828







Sustainability 2023, 15(10), 7828; doi:10.3390/su15107828




Article



Evaluating the Impact of Workplace Friendship on Social Loafing in Long-Term Care Institutions: An Empirical Study



Feng-Hua Yang 1 and Fang-Jie Shiu 2,*





1



Department of International Business Management, Da-Yeh University, Changhua 51591, Taiwan






2



Ph.D. Program in Management, Da-Yeh University, Changhua 51591, Taiwan









*



Correspondence: hsufangjie@gmail.com







Academic Editors: Chih-Chun Kung and Shih-Chih Chen



Received: 31 March 2023 / Revised: 21 April 2023 / Accepted: 7 May 2023 / Published: 10 May 2023



Abstract

:

In light of the aging population and the rapid growth of people with mental and physical disabilities, the demand for long-term care has increased significantly. In order to meet the massive need for long-term care, the government of the Republic of China has accelerated the training of manpower for care services, and the number of qualified staff and institutions in the long-term care industry has increased accordingly. Although the need for long-term care employees has increased, they face problems such as low pay, low levels of decent work feelings, and high work pressure. Moreover, the increase in employee numbers in the organization does not improve the overall efficiency of long-term care workers. Instead, it has a social loafing effect. Not only in Taiwan, but other countries worldwide, such as Japan, Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong, and the United Arab Emirates, are experiencing a staff shortage, a lack of training, and social loafing in long-term care institutions due to the aging of their populations. Therefore, in this study, workplace friendship as the independent variable, organizational commitment and psychological safety as the mediating variables, and service climate as the moderating variable were used to investigate the effects of social loafing on the employees of long-term care institutions in Taiwan. The results showed that workplace friendship between employees positively and significantly affects organizational commitment and psychological safety. Moreover, organizational commitment and psychological safety will negatively and significantly affect their social loafing. Second, organizational commitment and psychological safety have mediating effects between workplace friendship and social loafing. Furthermore, the service climate of employees in long-term care institutions will positively moderate the impact of their workplace friendship on psychological safety. The results will be provided to those in charge of the long-term care service industry, training institutions, long-term care business-related organizations, and government agencies, as well as for reference in subsequent studies.
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1. Introduction


The global population is growing older, and Taiwan is no exception. As early as 2000, Japan established a long-term care insurance system for the delicate care of the elderly. However, due to declining birth rates and the workforce, Japan has been experiencing a shortage of long-term care nursing human resources. So, the Japanese government established the Asia Health and Wellbeing Initiative (AHWIN) in 2016. This initiative brought manpower from Vietnam to Japan to practice Japanese-style long-term care skills to address the shortage of long-term care nursing human resources [1]. The same problem also occurred in Korea [2], Singapore [3], Hong Kong [4], and the United Arab Emirates [5]. These countries have also brought nursing aides from the Philippines and Indonesia to fill the long-term care nursing human resource gap. In recent years, the number of elderly people, people over 50 years old with dementia, and people of any age with physical and mental disabilities in Taiwan has been growing rapidly [6]. The demand for these long-term care services has increased from 511,000 in 2017 to 829,000 in 2022 [7]. To face the enormous demand for long-term care services and to alleviate the heavy burden of caregiving on the family, the Long-Term Care Plan 2.0 has been promoted by the government of the Republic of China since 2017 [8]. In addition, the Long-Term Care Services Act is being promoted, obliging local governments and private long-term care institutions to take charge of disability care and integrate home health services. Among those who enter the homes of people with long-term care needs and take care of them are the staff of long-term care institutions, including social workers, registered professional nurses, nurse aides, and other administrative staff. To enhance the professional ability of the staff of long-term care institutions and accelerate the training of care service personnel, a training plan for nurse aides has been promulgated by the Ministry of Health and Welfare [9]. Executive Yuan [7] pointed out that by May 2022, more than 92,000 nurse aides in Taiwan will have received their certificates of completion, a 3.7-fold increase compared to 2016.



To provide more professional, localized, and diversified long-term care services, the government of the Republic of China has pushed to increase the number of qualified long-term care institutions and their staff [10]. It stands to reason that the growth of employees in long-term care institutions should promote the overall capacity of long-term care services. However, the study revealed that increasing the number of long-term care workers did not improve overall long-term care work performance [11]. Social psychology calls this phenomenon social loafing. Social loafing means that when a group of people works together, the effort of a single member is less than the effort of that member when the task is performed alone [12]. Social loafing affects employee engagement and team cohesion [13] and leads to negative work emotions [14]. It also causes a free-rider effect, which reduces service performance [15]. In recent years, studies have also pointed to similar issues among employees of long-term care institutions. For example, long-term care of employees’ negative emotions at work [16], reduced engagement and motivation [17], and inequitable pay for failing to meet performance standards [18]. The study also mentioned that what the employees of long-term care institutions faced may be caused by work stress [19,20]. That is, increasing the number of employees in long-term care institutions in the wrong way might cause social loafing. For example, the number of members in a group or the combination of their specialties is not appropriate. Social loafing in organizations tends to create a perception of an uneven workload, which in turn causes negative emotions at work and affects performance. However, the issue of social loafing depends on whether the decision-maker is intentional about prevention and the way employees are grouped. For example, having too many members with the same expertise in the same group may be one of the reasons for social loafing.



Several studies have mentioned the factors influencing the social loafing of employees in companies and institutions. For example, Fronza and Wang [21] investigate how to avoid the software developing team members’ social loafing behavior in team expectation agreements (TEAs). A negative relationship between social loafing and workplace friendship was found in the study. Secondly, Şeşen et al. [22] tested the model of the effect of organizational citizenship and organizational commitment on social loafing. The results show that organizational commitment can decrease social loafing. Furthermore, Schepers et al. [23] assigned several university students to 36 software teams and experimented with the influence of psychological safety and trust among them on using groupware in teamwork. The results show a negative correlation between psychological safety and social loafing among university students. Finally, Gabler et al. [24] analyzed the relationship between employees’ performance and service climate in some organizations. The study mentioned that a kind service climate could decrease social loafing.



The aforementioned studies have shown that workplace friendship, organizational commitment, psychological safety, and service climate are related to or have a significant impact on social loafing. Although the context of this study differs from previous research, the five variables may have a causal relationship when examined from a psychological viewpoint in long-term care institutions. Therefore, in this study, employees of long-term care institutions in Taiwan were studied, with workplace friendship as the independent variable, organizational commitment and psychological safety as the mediating variables, and service climate as the moderating variable, to investigate their effects on social loafing. The purpose is to understand the social loafing effect of long-term care service workers in Taiwan and the current status of its related influences. The research data were collected through questionnaires. Furthermore, the hypotheses were tested for validity. Based on the results, this study provides practical recommendations for long-term care service providers, training professionals, relevant organizations, and government agencies responsible for long-term care affairs, as well as references for subsequent studies. The subjects of this study are long-term care institution employees, but those of most other studies are foreign caretakers. This study explored the factors that influence social loafing. However, most other studies focused on oversea caretakers’ care, days off [25,26], and perceived differences between salary and workload [27].




2. Literature Review and Research Hypotheses


2.1. Workplace Friendship


Workplace friendship was defined as an interpersonal relationship of mutual commitment, trust, liking, and shared values or interests [28,29]. Friendships developed in the workplace are more than just acquaintances, as the employees involved would sense similarities and spontaneously demonstrate interpersonal trust, commitment, and interest [30,31,32]. The social capital pillar in Legatum Prosperity consists of five components: personal and family relationships, social networks, interpersonal trust, institutional trust, and civic and social participation [33]. Among them, interpersonal and institutional trust plays a key role in strengthening teamwork in the group. Moreover, increasing workplace friendships is a good way to improve trust [34]. Workplace friendship makes colleagues seek assistance and support, share experiences, and clear up individual or work issues with each other when problems arise [35]. Andrews et al. [36] showed that kind relationships in an organization enhance colleagues’ affective closeness. In addition, workplace friendship facilitates the sharing of information and promotes interpersonal support [37], which helps lower working pressure and increase work performance [38]. As well, organizational commitment can be improved by workplace friendship [32]. In summary, this study defines workplace friendship as a mutual and spontaneous interaction among colleagues in a long-term care institution characterized by genuine mutual aid, friendship, trust, and solidarity.



There are numerous empirical studies on workplace friendship. For example, Wang [39] obtained time-lagged data in the two-wave questionnaire [40] to analyze the relationship between workplace ostracism and friendship. Second, Bilgin and Kiral [41] explored the relationship between workplace friendships and school cultural awareness among high school teachers in Turkey. Furthermore, Cao and Zhang [30] explored the effects of psychological safety and workplace friendship on employees’ creative behavior. These findings confirm that workplace friendship is positively correlated with innovative behavior and psychological safety. Additionally, workplace friendship has a mediating influence on psychological safety and creative behavior. This study explores the relationship between organizational commitment, workplace friendship, and psychological safety and how those impact social loafing among employees in long-term care institutions. Employees in long-term care institutions have high stress, low salaries, and low social status. Workplace friendship and the climate among employees are two of the driving forces that support their work. Therefore, workplace friendship is crucial for the employees of long-term care institutions.




2.2. Organizational Commitment


Organizational commitment is the degree to which an individual perceives a relationship with the organization. It affects the employee’s willingness to work and makes them want to stay with the organization they work for [42]. Allen and Meyer [43] defined organizational commitment as an affective involvement that makes an individual participate and enjoy their membership in the institute. Organizational commitment makes employees more motivated to work and achieve higher levels of performance [44], lower turnover rates [45], and lower absenteeism [46].



Meyer and Allen [47] suggested that organizational commitment is developed with working experience. If the work experience allows the employee to satisfy the need for comfort and competence in the job role, the employee will become more involved in the institution [43,47]. In summary, this study defines organizational commitment as the strength with which an employee identifies with, attaches to, and enjoys participating in the workplace of a long-term care institution, which affects their willingness to stay with the organization.



There are many studies on organizational commitment. For example, Chhabra, Ubeja and Sharma [42] investigated the factors influencing employees’ organizational commitment in Indian banks. Secondly, Herachwati and Rachma [48] analyzed the impact of work fulfillment on career and organizational commitment. Jehanzeb and Mohanty [49] investigated how bank employees’ organizational commitment mediates the effect on organizational justice and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). The findings reveal a positive relationship between organizational commitment and justice. Furthermore, organizational commitment mediates the influence between organizational justice and OCB. Further, Purwanto [50] analyzed the mediating effect of job satisfaction on organizational commitment and the justice of transformational leadership among employees in the automotive industry. The results indicate that job satisfaction significantly mediates the relationship between organizational commitment and the justice of transformational leadership. The above studies show that organizational commitment significantly impacts work satisfaction, company attachment, turnover intention, and willingness to dedicate themselves to work. Therefore, organizational commitment is crucial for the employees of long-term care institutions.



Related studies suggest that employees’ workplace friendships affect their organizational commitment. First, Ali and Kashif [51] studied the effect of workplace friendship, resonant leadership, and service manners on organizational commitment among employees in Pakistani healthcare organizations. The findings reveal that workplace friendship significantly influences organizational commitment. Secondly, Chao [52] analyzed how employees’ workplace friendship influences organizational commitment and their production. The findings show that workplace friendship influences employees’ organizational commitment positively. Moreover, organizational commitment also mediates the influence between employees’ workplace friendship and their production. In summary, the study concludes that the increase in workplace friendships among employees in long-term care institutions will lead to an increase in organizational commitment. Therefore, the following hypothesis is presented:



H1. 

The workplace friendship of employees in long-term care institutions positively affects their organizational commitment.






2.3. Social Loafing


Ringelmann [53] mentioned in the classical social loafing theory that when people find out that someone is already helping with a job, their motivation and contribution to help or solve the problem decrease. Conversely, people’s motivation and contribution to helping increase when they find that there are fewer interveners or helpers in a job. This statement is similar to the definition of modern social loafing-related studies. For example, Khan et al. [54] defined social loafing as the degree to which a member pays less effort to perform a task in a team than to perform it alone. Furthermore, social loafing occurs when employees’ efforts and willingness to work in a group or team are less than what an individual would do to do the same work [55]. Nevertheless, social loafing also depends on the existing top-management vision, how teams are organized, the size of each group, etc. In addition, social loafing is employees’ reaction to injustice from management or colleagues [56]. When social loafing is perceived in an institute, it may decrease the motivation of organization members [57].



Figure 1 shows the organizational principles for long-term care institutions in Taiwan. Most long-term care institutions are staffed by the following four departments to provide care and attention to the elderly and disabled people: Disability Care, Home Care, Day Care, and Community Integrated Services. According to the management’s ongoing vision, the goal is to transform any employee group into a more efficient team and reduce social loafing. Studies have mentioned that through humanistic leadership and four-stage transitions at the management and training levels [58], as shown in Figure 1, employees can improve their team’s trust, skills, and mindfulness over time [59]. Among them, trust is also related to the reduction of social loafing [60]. The four stages are Stage 1: immature group, Stage 2: fractured group, Stage 3: shared group, and Stage 4: effective team. Of these, Stage 3 is particularly critical; Group members in Stage 3 form a minimum level of trust with the staff of management and training departments and a cohesive force that ensures teamwork affects itself and thus reduces social loafing. When an organization operates in an efficient mutual aid mode, synergy effects are generated through Stage 4: an effective team. Through these synergy effects, such as workplace friendship, service climate, organizational commitment, psychological safety, etc., social loafing can be reduced. In addition, work avoidance is defined as the intention to reduce effort, to do as little as possible, or to not work hard [61]. The meaning of work-team avoidance is similar to social loafing. However, social loafing only happens in teams, and work avoidance also happens in individuals. Slightly different from other studies, this study defines social loafing as follows: in the workplace of a long-term care institution, because of the vision that the decision-maker has and the way employees are divided into groups, resulting in employees working in teams, the degree to which the effort and motivation to pay are reduced compared to when the same work is performed alone.



The relevant studies of social loafing are as follows. First, Yeh [62] investigated the relationship between negative emotions, social loafing, and service achievement among international hotel executives and employees. The results reveal that social loafing positively influences negative emotions. Moreover, negative emotions negatively affect service performance. Secondly, Yildiz and Elibol [63] investigated the impact of nurses’ behaviors based on coercible volunteerism and the intention to leave on social loafing. The findings indicate nurses’ behaviors based on coercible volunteerism and turnover intentions positively correlate with social loafing. The intention to leave mediates the effect between compulsory citizenship behavior and social loafing. Furthermore, Byun et al. [64] investigated how employees’ social loafing influences their attitudes toward communication and teamwork in Korean companies. The results show that mutual professional respect, social communication, and task visibility negatively correlate with social loafing. Additionally, these factors increase the level of employee effort. From the above study, social loafing positively affects negative emotion, and negative emotion negatively affects service performance. With the increasing need for long-term care teamwork, studying the potential social loafing effects in interpersonal interactions is essential.



Studies have shown that employees’ workplace friendships affect their social loafing. First, Shih and Wang [65] analyzed the relationship between coworkers’ friendships in the workplace and social loafing in an accounting firm. The results showed friendships in the workplace were negatively correlated with social loafing between certified public accountants. Second, van Dick et al. [66] assumed that individual work contribution loss is unavoidable when working in a team. In this context, they analyze how to overcome the social loafing problem. The results show that workplace friendships can reduce the loss of work contribution due to social loafing. The reason should be good workplace friendships, which can reduce how colleagues compare each other’s work amounts, improve mutual aid, and thus reduce social loafing. To sum up the above studies, this study makes the assumption that the increase in workplace friendships among employees in long-term care institutions will decrease social loafing. Hence, the following hypothesis is presented:



H2. 

The workplace friendship of employees in long-term care institutions negatively affects their social loafing.






2.4. Psychological Safety


Psychological safety is the extent to which an individual interacts with the environment without psychological threats or fears and maintains trustful communication [67]. Psychological safety allows group members to speak without feeling embarrassed by someone or being punished for disagreeing; it is an atmosphere where people feel comfortable, and it affects group members’ perceptions of interpersonal risk in the context [68]. Moreover, this view is often conceptualized as a team-level structure. In addition, the higher the degree of psychological safety of a person, the freer he or she can express himself or herself without worrying about the negative effects of his or her image, status, or occupation [69]. In recent years, relevant studies have examined psychological safety at the institutional and individual levels [70]. Among them, Akan et al. [71] defined psychological safety as the extent to which an institution’s employees can safely take interpersonal risks during open discussions of problems, issues, and tasks in the workplace. Moreover, mutual understanding and trust in the organization would significantly impact the employees’ psychological safety [72]. In summary, this study defines psychological safety as the degree to which employees in a long-term care institution can safely take interpersonal risks without psychological threats or fears during open discussions of problems and long-term care tasks.



There are many studies on psychological safety. For example, Zhou and Pan [73] explored the influence of psychological safety and transformational leadership on employees’ creativity and engagement at work. The findings indicate transformational leadership affects employees’ creativity and engagement through the mediating effect of psychological safety. Similar studies have indicated that low psychological safety hinders employee creativity [74]. Psychological safety climate in SME organizations is positively correlated with innovation performance, capacity for innovation, skill for creativity, innovative service, and a creative work model [75]. Moreover, Obrenovic et al. [76] investigated the relationships between psychological safety, work performance, and conflict in the family. The findings show that conflict in the family negatively affects psychological health and safety at work. That is to say, if the personnel perceive that they are psychologically unsafe or unhealthy, work performance will decline. From the above study, it was found that stress in the workplace may lead to family conflicts and reduce psychological safety, which may affect work performance accordingly. Therefore, psychological safety is essential for organizational employees.



Research indicates that employees’ workplace friendships affect their psychological safety. First, Durrah [77] analyzed the influence of friendship at work on the work engagement of Omani service industry personnel through the mediating effect of psychological safety. The findings reveal that friendship is positively related to a personal sense of safety at work. Second, Cao and Zhang [30] investigated how friendship at work and psychological safety influence individual creative behaviors. The findings point out that friendship at work positively affects psychological safety and influences creative behaviors through the mediation effect of psychological safety. In summary, this study assumes that the increase in workplace friendships among employees in long-term care institutions will increase psychological safety. Therefore, the following hypothesis is presented:



H3. 

The workplace friendship of employees in long-term care institutions positively affects their psychological safety.





Relevant studies have mentioned that employees’ organizational commitment will affect their social loafing. For example, Rastgar and Pourebrahimi [78] analyzed the relationship between social loafing and organizational commitment among employees of a public bank in Iran. The results indicate that organizational commitment negatively affects employees’ social loafing behavior. In other words, the management should raise the employees’ organizational commitment to reduce the level of social loafing. In addition, Luo, Qu and Marnburg [56] investigated the effect of organizational commitment and intention to leave on the employees’ social loafing behavior in the Chinese accommodation industry. The study revealed that the organizational commitment of hotel employees negatively affects the intention to leave and positively affects social loafing through the mediating effect of the intention to leave.



To sum up, this study supposes that the increase in organizational commitment among employees in long-term care institutions will decrease social loafing. Therefore, the following hypothesis is presented:



H4. 

The organizational commitment of employees in long-term care institutions negatively affects their social loafing.





Studies have shown that employees’ psychological safety affects their social loafing. For example, to understand whether bringing up psychological safety in a group contributes to industrial design, Cole et al. [79] conducted an experiment with student groups for industry design to investigate whether psychological safety has an impact on team production of work contributions. The results mentioned a negative correlation between psychological safety and social loafing. Second, Peng et al. [80] explored how psychological safety affects group innovation from a social-cognitive perspective. The study mentions that psychological safety is negatively associated with social loafing. To sum up, this study supposes that the increase in the psychological safety of employees in long-term care institutions will decrease social loafing. Therefore, the following hypothesis is presented:



H5. 

The psychological safety of employees in long-term care institutions negatively affects their social loafing.





In addition, based on the above studies, this study proposes mediating hypotheses H6 and H7 as follows:



H6. 

The organizational commitment of employees in long-term care institutions mediates the relationship between workplace friendship and social loafing.





H7. 

The psychological safety of employees in long-term care institutions mediates the relationship between workplace friendship and social loafing.






2.5. Service Climate


Earlier, Schneider et al. [81] defined service climate as the common awareness that employees receive rewards, support, expectations, and well-being from customer service. Employees’ behavior, commitment to work, and service-centered leadership and management can produce a better service climate [82]. This is because organizations with higher levels of service climate allow employees to exercise self-direction and self-management in various situations [83] and enhance the ability of the organization’s employees to work independently, thereby improving overall performance [84]. In addition, service climate is a workplace atmosphere that allows employees to behave innovatively [85]. That is, a healthy and positive service climate promotes employee engagement and provides innovative services to customers in the organization. Moreover, employees can be valued and appreciated by company executives and clients [86]. To summarize the above, service climate is defined as the degree to which personnel perceive being rewarded, supported, happy, and expected in long-term care institutions. A good service climate can also enhance employees’ performance through these feelings.



Many studies related to service climate. First, Wang et al. [87] explored the impact of employees’ capabilities on the information technology service climate and the mediation effect of the service climate on information technology aid quality. The results show that training and rewarding employees for using information systems can improve the service climate of an organization. Furthermore, the service climate’s mediating effect affects service quality. Second, Al-Hawari et al. [88] investigated how colleague socialization and organizational service climate moderate workplace well-being, service innovation behaviors, and work involvement. The results reveal that workplace well-being and work engagement affect employees’ service innovation behaviors. Among them, service climate and colleague socialization have moderate effects on employees’ work engagement and service innovation behaviors. Furthermore, Walumbwa et al. [89] analyzed the impact of service climate factors, including motivation, negative attitudes and health, and burnout, on employees’ service achievements and leaving rates. The results show that meaningful encouragement for employees affects service climate and employees’ mental health, enhances employees’ service performance, and reduces the turnover rate. Summarizing the above studies, service climate would influence the quality of service, innovation behavior, work happiness, engagement, turnover rate, and mental health of the employees. Therefore, the service climate is crucial to the employees of the organization.



Related studies have pointed out that employees’ service climate will affect their workplace friendship, organizational commitment, psychological safety, and social loafing. First, Herman et al. [90] used hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) to analyze data from 215 managers and employees in 36 teams. The influence of the emotional climate on friendship at work among supervisors, subordinates, and employees in teamwork was investigated. The findings reveal that the emotional climate among personnel has a moderating effect on workplace friendship. Secondly, to improve the understanding of health perceptions among casino employees and supervisors, Wong et al. [91] explored the relationship between workplace sense of safety, organizational commitment, and service climate. Furthermore, Higgins et al. [92] analyzed the relationship between work climate and organizational-level psychological safety among teachers in 545 schools. According to the above studies, this study supposes that the service climate of employees in long-term care institutions has a moderation effect between workplace friendship and organizational commitment, psychological safety, and social loafing. Hence, the following hypotheses are presented:



H8. 

The service climate of employees in long-term care institutions positively moderates the relationship between workplace friendship and organizational commitment.





H9. 

The service climate of employees in long-term care institutions negatively moderates the relationship between workplace friendship and social loafing.





H10. 

The service climate of employees in long-term care institutions positively moderates the relationship between workplace friendship and psychological safety.






2.6. Conceptual Framework


This study regards social loafing as the theme, workplace friendship as the independent variable, organizational commitment and psychological safety as the mediating variables, and service climate as the moderating variable to investigate the impact of social loafing on employees of long-term care institutions in Taiwan. According to the literature in the second chapter, the conceptual framework of this study is drawn up in Figure 2.



Next, we will describe the methods of this study, including research subjects, data collection, measurement scales, data processing, and analysis methodology.





3. Methods


3.1. Research Subjects and Data Collection


This study examines the factors influencing social loafing among employees of Taiwan’s long-term care institutions, in which employees are the research subjects. Researchers contacted executives and directors of long-term care institutions by telephone to explain the purpose and future contribution of the study. This study also personally asked senior executives to help send paper-based questionnaires to employees to complete, including registered professional nurses, nurse aides, and social workers. To maintain the quality of the questionnaire, respondents will receive a convenience store product card after completing the survey. This study used a two-wave time-lagged paper-based questionnaire to collect demographic data and all study variables from the research subject. The questionnaires were completed by the same employees in two stages, two months apart. The first stage of the release period is 1 August 2022–31 August 2022, and the second stage is 1 October 2022–31 October 2022. To reduce common method variance (CMV), this study followed the questionnaire design suggestions of Podsakoff et al. [93]. To detect the presence of CMV, this study used the Harman and Harman [94] single-factor test as suggested by Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee and Podsakoff [93]. Harman’s single-factor test was analyzed using SPSS software, and the ratio of the first accumulated variance of the sum of squares must be less than 50%. The accumulated variance of the first factor of the result is 39.970%, and that of the thirteen factors is 76.111%. This percentage belongs to 13 constructs, respectively, and is not concentrated in the first factor. This result indicates no significant CMV issue for the variables in this study. A total of 405 paper-based questionnaires were collected. This study used several principles to identify invalid questionnaires, including missing too many questions, filling out the same option or with the same rule for the entire questionnaire, repeated answers by the same respondent, and filling out more than one option for the same question. After eliminating the invalid data, the number of valid questionnaires was 324. Based on Jackson [95] and Schumacker and Lomax [96], the sample size of this study is in agreement with the general recommendations for sample size requirements for empirical studies.




3.2. Measurement Scales


The scale investigated the subjects’ demographic data, including marriage, position, gender, years of experience, and education level. Their opinions on all variables were measured using a seven-point Likert scale. The scale ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). Experts would review and give their opinions on the scale after it was designed.



(1) Workplace Friendship Scale



The workplace friendship scale refers to Yan et al. [97] and Nielsen, Jex and Adams [32]. The items were modified to the following: “I still interact with colleagues after work.” “I would tell my secrets to my colleagues,” etc. A total of five items were designed.



(2) Service Climate Scale



The service climate scale refers to [98]. The items were modified to the following: “The overall climate in our institution is excellent.” “The employees in our institution receive excellent rewards for superior customer service,” etc. A total of four items were designed.



(3) Organizational Commitment Scale



The organizational commitment scale refers to Allen and Meyer [43] and Van den Hooff and de Leeuw van Weenen [99]. The items were modified to the following: “This is the right place to work for me.” “I will put in extra effort to make our institution successful,” etc. A total of six items were designed.



(4) Psychological Safety Scale



The psychological safety scale refers to May et al. [100] and Kahn [69]. The items were modified to the following: “I feel emotionally secure when interacting with colleagues at work.” “I do not feel any form of emotional or verbal abuse at work,” etc. A total of five items were designed.



(5) Social Loafing Scale



The social loafing scale refers to Akgunduz and Eryilmaz [101] and Price, Harrison and Gavin [57]. The items were modified to the following: “When colleagues need help, I often claim I have other things to do.” “I sometimes avoid work and responsibility,” etc. A total of four items were designed.




3.3. Data Processing and Analysis Methodology


In this study, the data from the valid samples collected were analyzed through descriptive and inferential statistics using SPSS Statistics 24. The data analysis methods include the following: First, the frequency distribution table includes the frequency distribution and percentage of gender, marriage, position, years of experience, and education level of the sample. Second, descriptive statistics were used to calculate the mean and standard deviation of each construct to learn its extent of concentration. Third, reliability and validity analysis: The standardized factor loadings of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) were used to test the reliability and composite reliability of the items. The average variance extracted (AVE) was used to examine the convergent validity of all the constructs. The root of the AVE was used to compare the correlation coefficients between the variables to validate the discriminant validity between the variables. Fourth, the structural equation test includes the goodness-of-fit test and the direct hypotheses between the various variables through path analysis. Fifth, indirect hypothesis test: bootstrap indirect effects estimations of the structural equation modeling (SEM) were used to test the mediating hypotheses of the study.





4. Data Analysis


4.1. Descriptive Analysis


The basic data of the survey sample in this study included five items: gender, marriage, position, education level, and years of experience. Table 1 shows the number and percentage of their distribution, and the analysis results are as follows.



Gender: The sample data of this study indicated that 71 males (21.9%) and 253 females (78.1%) were in the majority. According to the Gender Equality Committee of the Executive Yuan [102], there were 17,153 women and 4774 men working in long-term care institutions in Taiwan in 2020, for a total of 21,927 employees, of whom 78.22% are women. The statistics show that the majority of employees in long-term care institutions in Taiwan are female. The gender sample data collected in this study are concordant with the distribution of the population.



Marriage: The sample data of this study indicated that 205 (63.3%) were married and 119 (36.7%) were unmarried, with the majority being married. The proportion of married people in the marriage sample collected in this study was broadly in line with 62% in previous studies [103]. The study also shows that the majority of employees in long-term care institutions in Taiwan are married.



Position: The sample data of this study showed that there were 26 social workers (8%), 54 registered professional nurses (17.7%), 191 nurse aides (59.0%), and five others (1.1%), and most of them were nurse aides. The proportion of sample positions collected in this study is approximately the same as the actual proportion of positions in the population in the Gender Equality Committee of the Executive Yuan [102].



Education level: According to the sample data of this study, 33 people (10.2%) were in junior high school, 116 people (35.8%) were in high school, 46 people (14.2%) were in college, 116 people (35.8%) were in university, and 13 people (4.0%) were in graduate school and above, mostly in high school and university. The proportion of nurse aides in terms of duties is 59.0%, which is similar to the total proportion of 60.2% for junior high school and below, high school, and college. Those are in line with the realistic data distribution of the population.



Years of experience: According to the sample data of this study, 135 people (41.7%) had less than 3 years of experience, 97 people (29.9%) had 3–5 years of experience, 46 people (14.2%) had 5–10 years of experience, and 46 people (14.2%) had more than 10 years of experience, with most of them having less than 3 years of experience. Most of the long-term care institutions in Taiwan were established during the period of long-term care development policy 1.0 to 2.0, and they have not been in place for a long time. Except for some employees who had been in long-term care in large hospitals before the enactment of the Long-Term Care Services Act, most of the employees in long-term care institutions have a low number of years of service, with 71.6% working for less than 5 years.




4.2. Convergent Validity


Fornell and Larcker [104] and Nunnally [105] revealed the factor loadings should be greater than 0.7. Table 2 shows the convergent validity of the scales, in which composite reliability needs to be greater than 0.7, average variance extracted must be greater than 0.5, and Cronbach’s α must be greater than 0.7 [104]. As shown in Table 2, except for OCO5, the factor loadings of all questions are greater than 0.7, which is in the range of 0.758–0.957. OCO5 was removed due to low factor loading. The range of composite reliability for all constructs is 0.881–0.952, which is greater than 0.7. The AVE range is 0.650–0.869, which is greater than 0.5. The range of Cronbach’s α for all constructs is 0.819–0.933, which is greater than 0.7. This study has good convergent validity according to the above statistical data.




4.3. Discriminant Validity


In this study, the reflective indicator adopts AVE for discriminant validity analysis. Fornell and Larcker (1981) showed that the root of the AVE for each variable is greater than the correlation coefficient between the variables’ pairs, indicating that the constructs have discriminant validity. As shown in Table 3, most of the AVEs were greater than the squared correlation coefficients, indicating that the results have discriminant validity. In addition, this study also uses the HTMT method to prove the discriminant validity of this study. Table 4 shows the conceptual similarity values of constructs HTMT, which are less than 0.90 according to Hair et al. [106].




4.4. Goodness-of-Fit


The goodness-of-fit (GoF) is the overall indicator of the structural model. This study used Smart PLS3 to validate the GoF. GoF values = 0.1, 0.25, and 0.36 represent weak, medium, and high goodness-of-fit, respectively [107]. The value for this study was 0.349, indicating a medium to high degree of goodness-of-fit.




4.5. Regression Coefficient


Table 5, the regression coefficient analysis table, shows that the path coefficient of organizational commitment to social loafing is −0.245; standard deviation = 0.096 (t-value = 2.556, p-value = 0.011 < 0.05). It indicates that organizational commitment has a significant impact on social loafing, which means that H4 is accepted. The path coefficient of psychological safety to social loafing is −0.296; standard deviation = 0.097 (t-value = 3.053, p-value = 0.002 < 0.05). It indicates psychological safety significantly influences social loafing, which means that H5 is accepted. The path coefficient of workplace friendship to social loafing is −0.107; standard deviation = 0.062 (t-value = 1.719, p-value = 0.088 > 0.05). It indicates that workplace friendship has no significant impact on social loafing, which means that H2 is rejected. The path coefficient of workplace friendship to organizational commitment is −0.296; standard deviation = 0.053 (t-value = 6.226, p-value = 0.000 < 0.05). It indicates that workplace friendship significantly influences organizational commitment, which means that H1 is accepted. The path coefficient of workplace friendship to psychological safety is 0.275; standard deviation = 0.070 (t-value = 3.951, p-value = 0.000 < 0.05). It indicates that workplace friendship significantly influences psychological safety, which means that H3 is accepted. In addition, the value of explanatory power is an index to tell whether the model is good [108]. R2 > 0.67, R2 > 0.3, and R2 > 0.19 for endogenous latent variables indicate high, moderate, and low explanatory power, respectively [108,109]. The R2 value of 0.292 for social loafing has low to moderate explanatory power. The R2 values of organizational commitment and psychological safety are 0.109 and 0.076, respectively, and the explanatory power of both variables is weak.



Figure 3 displays the SEM statistical model result.



Next, we will show the results of mediating and moderating effects in points 4.6 and 4.7.




4.6. Mediating Effects


As shown in Table 6, the findings of the mediating effects analysis reveal that the t-value of the workplace friendship→organizational commitment→social loafing hypothesis = 2.082 > 1.96 and the p-value = 0.038 < 0.05, indicating that H6 is accepted. The t-value of the workplace friendship→psychological safety→social loafing hypothesis = 2.036 > 1.96, and the p-value = 0.042 < 0.05, indicating that H7 is accepted.




4.7. Moderating Effects


As shown in Table 7 for moderating effects, service climate is the moderating variable. First, the moderating effect of service climate × workplace friendship on organizational commitment was −0.015 (t-value = 0.268 > 1.96, p-value = 0.789 < 0.05), indicating that H8 was rejected. Second, the moderating effect of service climate×workplace friendship on social loafing was 0.058 (t-value = 1.123 < 1.96, p-value = 0.262 > 0.05), indicating that H9 was rejected. Furthermore, the moderating effect of service climate×workplace friendship on psychological safety was 0.136 (t-value = 2.413 > 1.96, p-value = 0.016 < 0.05), indicating that H10 was supported. Figure 4 displays the moderating effect of service climate on workplace friendship and psychological safety.





5. Results and Discussion


This study used workplace friendship as the independent variable, organizational commitment and psychological safety as the mediating variables, and service climate as the moderating variable to investigate their effects on the social loafing of employees in long-term care institutions. The research model and the associated direct, indirect, and moderating hypotheses are presented. After collecting data from the questionnaire, structural equation modeling was used to test and validate the relevant hypotheses.



5.1. Theoretical Contributions


Studies point out that the social loafing effect of employees in long-term care institutions affects teamwork and staff cohesion [19], leading to feelings of job isolation and avoidance of long-term care responsibilities [20]. In addition, low salaries and social status for the employees of long-term care institutions affect their identification with the industry. Poor labor conditions, a lack of rewards and happiness, tiredness from running around in traffic, high accident risks, and other factors lead to incompetence, emotional fatigue, and high stress. All of these factors can lead to social loafing among employees in long-term care institutions. So, it is essential to increase staff friendship and cohesion, a sense of identity and well-being, and to relieve stress. Nevertheless, few studies have examined the social loafing of employees in long-term care institutions from these perspectives or even examined the relationship between those factors. To validate the effects of these perspectives on long-term care institution employees, this study tried to reduce social loafing through workplace friendship, organizational commitment, psychological safety, and service climate and obtained the following findings.



The findings reveal that the workplace friendship of long-term care institution employees will positively and significantly influence their organizational commitment and psychological safety. These two results are similar to the findings of previous studies by Ali and Kashif [51] and Cao and Zhang [30]. Both indicate that employees of long-term care institutions can enhance identification and attachment to their institutions through interpersonal interaction, mutual trust, and sincere mutual assistance, allowing employees to feel more at ease in presenting the difficulties they encounter in long-term care work and in seeking and receiving help. Secondly, the organizational commitment of long-term care institution employees will negatively and significantly affect their social loafing. This result is the same as the previous study by Luo, Qu and Marnburg [56]. The study points out that when employees of long-term care institutions have increased attachment, identity, and happiness in this industry, it reduces their social loafing and may even reduce their turnover intention. Moreover, the employees’ psychological safety will negatively and significantly affect their social loafing in long-term care institutions. This finding is similar to that of previous studies by Cole, Marhefka, Jablokow, Mohammed, Ritter and Miller [79]. The study indicates that the more comfortable, secure, and healthy the work environment in long-term care institutions, the lower the social loafing for employees.



However, the study showed that the workplace friendships of employees in long-term care institutions did not significantly affect their social loafing. This result is different from the findings of the previous study by van Dick, Tissington and Hertel [66]. Although workplace friendship does not affect social loafing directly, the direct effects of workplace friendship on organizational commitment and psychological safety affect social loafing indirectly. This is an interesting and important result that highlights the importance of two mediating variables, organizational commitment and psychological safety, in the model of this study. Without these two mediating variables, increasing independent workplace friendship alone would not significantly reduce social loafing among employees in long-term care institutions. Finally, the results of the moderating effect showed that the service climate of long-term care institution employees would positively moderate the impact of their workplace friendship on psychological safety. This finding is partially similar to the previous study by Higgins, Dobrow, Weiner and Liu [92]. However, the moderating effects of service climate between workplace friendship and organizational commitment and between workplace friendship and social loafing, are not significant. That is to say, good workplace friendship can not only enhance psychological safety directly but also further strengthen psychological safety through the service climate.




5.2. Practical Contributions


The results showed that enhancing the workplace friendship of employees in long-term care institutions could enhance their organizational commitment and psychological safety, which reduced their social loafing through its mediating effects. Among them, the workplace friendship of employees can also enhance their psychological safety through the moderation of the service climate. Therefore, based on the findings of this study, it is proposed that long-term care institutions promote the following four practical directions to reduce the social loafing of their employees.



This study presents several suggestions to enhance the workplace friendship of employees in long-term care institutions, as described below. Propose new activities and programs to increase work-related communication and employee engagement and create more connections, thereby enhancing workplace friendship [110]. For example, employees are divided into groups with as few members as possible for long-term care tasks and encouraged to share their sense of accomplishment, difficulties, and solutions through mutual experience. In addition, through tea time and social gatherings, the employees of long-term care institutions are given the opportunity to talk informally with each other, thus bringing them closer to each other spiritually. Furthermore, supporting colleagues’ efforts outside of work and sharing their lives is a way to gain goodwill [111]. Being interested in things other than your colleagues’ work makes them more accustomed to and comfortable sharing their experiences and difficulties. The above-mentioned activities were used to enhance workplace friendship and reduce social loafing among employees in long-term care institutions by complementing the mediating effects of organizational commitment and psychological safety, as demonstrated in this study.



Suggestions to increase the employees’ organizational commitment in long-term care institutions are proposed as follows: create a culture in long-term care institutions where employees are willing to give of themselves, motivate them to work hard, make them more motivated, and identify themselves with the work of their colleagues to enhance their organizational commitment, improve their work performance, and reduce social loafing [64]. For example, the management can learn more about individual employees’ strengths and interests by talking to them individually and then assigning jobs according to their strengths and interests. A job that suits their interests gives employees a higher motivation for long-term care and allows them to use their unique skills and perspectives to create high-quality work results, enhancing their organizational commitment. When employees increase their organizational commitment, they are motivated to increase their contribution and reduce social loafing for the overall performance and personal improvement of the long-term care institution. In addition, long-term care requires communication with the person being cared for and their family members, which is a relatively difficult and complex task [112]. Therefore, it is essential that long-term care institution employees can clearly describe their responsibilities and job descriptions. Training long-term care institution employees to clearly describe their job responsibilities and content can help them eliminate distractions due to a lack of clarity at work. More focused work enhances work identity and organizational commitment and reduces social loafing. Furthermore, it is important to reward the hard-working employees of long-term care institutions. When institution employees know they will be rewarded for quality work, they will be more engaged. Through rewards, hard-working employees know they are appreciated, thus increasing their organizational commitment and reducing social loafing.



This study proposes a few suggestions to promote employees’ psychological safety in long-term care institutions, as illustrated below. First, building a culture of mutual trust in long-term care institutions allows employees to work without fear of judgment. Eliminating the fear of negligence and mistakes at work can enhance psychological safety [113]. This requires long-term care institutions’ management to trust, respect, and believe in hiring these employees because of their drive, determination, passion, and skills. Trust employees to use their skills to the best of their ability in long-term care work. Allow employees to have open lines of communication and remove any barriers between them and management. Eliminating the frustration of communication difficulties naturally enhances psychological safety [76], which reduces social loafing accordingly. Secondly, long-term care institutions’ management needs to focus on coaching employees and setting a good example so that employees can perform their work in accordance with standard operating procedures during the work process. Employees with confidence in their work will naturally have higher psychological safety and are more likely to show dedication to the institution, thus reducing social loafing. Furthermore, the fear of negligence, mistakes, and negative consequences may lower the trust and dedication of employees in long-term care institutions. If institutional employees feel they are likely to receive negative feedback regardless of their performance, it can reduce their psychological safety. Therefore, in addition to trust and respect for employees and enhanced coaching, long-term care institutions need to eliminate employees’ fears of negligence and mistakes. When an employee has negligence or fault at work, provide the employee with the opportunity to correct the mistake and shape it into a chance to learn and grow instead of punishing or reducing salary. In this way, even if the employees make a mistake, they can report it with peace of mind and receive help and counseling. When employees feel that long-term care institutions value learning after making mistakes, their psychological safety increases, which reduces social loafing accordingly.



Service climate is related to the overall atmosphere of the workplace in long-term care institutions and affects employees’ creative behaviors, well-being, health, and expectations of the organization. Suggestions for enhancing the service climate are as follows: First, long-term care institutions can collect anonymous feedback from their employees. In addition to the aforementioned need to treat employees with respect, management can encourage them to give honest and anonymous feedback about their work and the institution. When responding to anonymous comments, management has to solve things rather than blame employees and not speculate or imply that the comments may have come from that or those employees. Let the disagreement not hurt any employee and maintain a positive service climate [114]. In addition, incorporate humor and fun at work, in counseling, training, and activities as appropriate in long-term care institutions [115]. Long-term care work is relatively boring and complicated. Employees need to relieve their psychological tension within the institution. Adding an element of humor and fun to the institution will allow employees to enjoy their work more. While, in most cases, it is necessary to keep things serious, management can take the appropriate lead in creating fun. The training is conducted in a humorous manner so that employees can work and learn in a good and friendly atmosphere. The above practices can enhance the service climate. Through the enhancement of service climate, the influence of workplace friendship on psychological safety is moderated, and through the enhancement of psychological safety, the social loafing of employees in long-term care institutions is reduced.




5.3. Limitations and Future Research


This study mainly sampled employees of long-term care institutions in Taiwan. The future study proposes to expand the study to include home-based and community-based long-term care institution employees. The study will be conducted to compare the effects of social loafing among different types of long-term care institutions. Secondly, this study can also compare the impact of using the caregiver rest service between those who have hired and those who have not hired a foreign caregiver. In addition, due to the time constraint of this study and the different types and numbers of long-term care institutions in Taiwan, the results of this study may not be representative of the impact of social loafing in all long-term care institutions throughout Taiwan. Future studies will be conducted with a more thorough sampling method. Finally, this study analyzed the factors influencing social loafing. Other variables such as long-term care work stressors, job adaptation, turnover intention, and amendments to relevant regulations will be investigated in the future.
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Figure 1. Organizational principles for long-term care institutions in Taiwan. 
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Figure 2. Conceptual framework. 
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Figure 3. SEM statistical model. 
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Figure 4. Moderating effect of service climate on workplace friendship and psychological safety. 
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Table 1. Frequency distribution.






Table 1. Frequency distribution.





	

	
Category

	
Label

	
Frequency

	
Percentage






	
Total Sample: 324

	
Gender

	
Male

	
71

	
21.9




	
Female

	
253

	
78.1




	

	
Marriage

	
Married

	
205

	
63.3




	
Unmarried

	
119

	
36.7




	

	
Position

	
Social worker

	
26

	
8.0




	
Registered professional nurse

	
54

	
17.7




	
Nurse aide

	
191

	
59.0




	
Else

	
5

	
1.1




	

	
Education Level

	
Junior high school and below

	
33

	
10.2




	
Senior high school

	
116

	
35.8




	
Junior college

	
46

	
14.2




	
University

	
116

	
35.8




	
Master’s degree and above

	
13

	
4.0




	

	
Years of Experience

	
Less than 3 years

	
135

	
41.7




	
3–5 years

	
97

	
29.9




	
5–10 years

	
46

	
14.2




	
More than 10 years

	
46

	
14.2
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Table 2. Convergent validity.






Table 2. Convergent validity.





	
Construct

	
Item

	
Std

	
Cronbach’s α

	
Composite Reliability

	
AVE






	
Workplace Friendship

	
WF1

	
0.856

	
0.916

	
0.937

	
0.747




	
WF2

	
0.868

	

	

	




	
WF3

	
0.851

	

	

	




	
WF4

	
0.859

	

	

	




	
WF5

	
0.887

	

	

	




	
Organizational Commitment

	
OCO1

	
0.874

	
0.933

	
0.949

	
0.789




	
OCO2

	
0.915

	

	

	




	
OCO3

	
0.915

	

	

	




	
OCO4

	
0.916

	

	

	




	
OCO6

	
0.818

	

	

	




	
Psychological Safety

	
PS1

	
0.957

	
0.924

	
0.952

	
0.869




	
PS2

	
0.954

	

	

	




	
PS3

	
0.884

	

	

	




	
Social Loafing

	
SL1

	
0.759

	
0.819

	
0.881

	
0.650




	
SL2

	
0.838

	

	

	




	
SL3

	
0.865

	

	

	




	
SL4

	
0.758

	

	

	








Std = Standardized factor loadings; AVE = Average variance extracted.
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Table 3. Discriminant validity.
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	Organizational

Commitment
	Psychological

Safety
	Social

Loafing
	Workplace

Friendship





	Organizational Commitment
	0.888
	
	
	



	Psychological Safety
	0.679
	0.932
	
	



	Social Loafing
	−0.481
	−0.491
	0.806
	



	Workplace Friendship
	0.331
	0.275
	−0.269
	0.864







The diagonal bold font value is the square root of AVE. The items on the diagonal in bold represent the square roots of the AVE; off-diagonal elements are the correlation estimates.
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Table 4. Discriminant validity: HTMT results.
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	Organizational

Commitment
	Psychological

Safety
	Social

Loafing
	Workplace

Friendship





	Organizational Commitment
	-
	
	
	



	Psychological Safety
	0.737
	-
	
	



	Social Loafing
	0.547
	0.560
	-
	



	Workplace Friendship
	0.348
	0.295
	0.305
	-
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Table 5. Regression coefficient.






Table 5. Regression coefficient.













	Path Relationships
	Regression

Coefficient
	Standard

Deviation
	t-Value
	p-Value
	R2





	Organizational Commitment→Social Loafing
	−0.245
	0.096
	2.556
	0.011
	0.292



	Psychological Safety→Social Loafing
	−0.296
	0.097
	3.053
	0.002
	



	Workplace Friendship→Social Loafing
	−0.107
	0.062
	1.710
	0.088
	



	Workplace Friendship→Organizational Commitment
	0.331
	0.053
	6.226
	0.000
	0.109



	Workplace Friendship→Psychological Safety
	0.275
	0.070
	3.951
	0.000
	0.076
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Table 6. Mediating effects.
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	Regression

Coefficient
	Standard

Deviation
	t-Value
	p-Value





	Workplace Friendship→Organizational Commitment→Social Loafing
	−0.081
	0.039
	2.082
	0.038



	Workplace Friendship→Psychological Safety→Social Loafing
	−0.081
	0.04
	2.036
	0.042
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Table 7. Moderating effects.
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	Regression

Coefficient
	Standard

Deviation
	t-Value
	p-Value





	Service Climate Workplace Friendship→Organizational Commitment
	−0.015
	0.054
	0.268
	0.789



	Service Climate Workplace Friendship→Social Loafing
	0.058
	0.051
	1.123
	0.262



	Service Climate Workplace Friendship→Psychological Safety
	0.136
	0.056
	2.413
	0.016
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