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Abstract

Against the backdrop of profound global economic transformation and structural
changes in the labor market, the psychological states and behavioral patterns of
frontline employees have become increasingly critical to the sustainable
development of organizations. The concept of "Decent Work," proposed by the
International Labour Organization (ILO), emphasizes that workers should realize
their professional value under conditions of freedom, equity, safety, and dignity.
This principle has become an important benchmark for measuring social progress
and corporate responsibility. As a pivotal hub for global manufacturing and services,
China hosts a massive frontline workforce. However, the protection of their labor
rights and their perception of occupational dignity have long faced structural
contradictions. At the macro level, issues such as the declining share of labor
income, the rise of informal employment, and frequent occupational safety risks
have led to a severe disconnect between the realization of decent work and the pace
of economic development. At the micro level, the proliferation of new management
models, such as algorithmic control and flexible employment arrangements, while
enhancing operational efficiency, has exacerbated employees' cognitive conflicts
regarding job autonomy and organizational belonging. This makes the
psychological experience and motivational mechanisms of frontline employees
increasingly complex.

Although existing research has confirmed the positive impact of decent work on
employee satisfaction and organizational citizenship behavior, the specific
pathways through which it influences work engagement and task performance via
psychological ownership remain inadequately revealed. Psychological ownership,
defined as the subjective sense of "this is mine" and the feeling of responsibility
towards one's job or organization, presents a dynamic balancing challenge. Its
positive effects, such as strengthening responsibility and organizational
commitment, coexist with potential risks, such as excessive control, territorial
behavior, and resistance to change. This duality has become a frontier issue in
organizational behavior research. However, prior studies have predominantly
focused on single dimensions or linear effects of psychological ownership, lacking
systematic exploration of its "non-equilibrium development"—such as the

deviation between job-based and organization-based psychological ownership, or
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excessively high or low levels of ownership—and its complex impact on employee
performance. The "double-edged sword" effect of psychological ownership, where
moderate levels enhance responsibility but extreme states may trigger resource
monopolization, emotional exhaustion, or resistance to organizational change,
urgently requires empirical research to uncover its boundary conditions and
operational mechanisms.

To address these gaps, this study focuses on frontline employees in Chinese
enterprises. Integrating multidisciplinary perspectives from Self-Determination
Theory, Social Exchange Theory, Affective Events Theory, and Psychological
Contract Theory, it constructs and tests a chain mediation theoretical model:
"Decent Work — Psychological Ownership — Work Engagement — Task
Performance." The research aims to elucidate the pathways through which decent
work impacts task performance, deeply investigate the mediating mechanisms of
job-based and organization-based psychological ownership in this process, and
explore the non-linear effects of their non-equilibrium development. Furthermore,
it analyzes the dynamic mediating role of work engagement between decent work
and task performance, thereby providing a systematic theoretical basis and precise
strategic support for optimizing human resource management practices.

This study employed a questionnaire survey. Data were collected from 237 frontline
employees and their direct supervisors across multiple healthcare service
enterprises in China. The use of paired data collection effectively reduced common
method bias. Statistical analyses, including descriptive statistics, reliability and
validity tests, correlation analysis, hierarchical regression analysis, and Bootstrap
mediation effect tests, were conducted using SPSS 26.0 and Stata 17.0. Squared
terms were introduced to construct non-linear models, systematically verifying the
direct effects, mediation effects, and the inverted U-shaped relationships among the
key variables.

The findings reveal the complex mechanisms through which decent work
influences task performance. First, the perception of decent work has a significant
positive impact on employee work engagement. Crucially, this influence is fully
mediated by both job-based and organization-based psychological ownership. This
indicates that decent work does not directly stimulate engagement; rather, it

operates indirectly by fostering a deep-seated psychological mechanism—the
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employee's sense of "ownership." Second, the perception of decent work
significantly and positively affects both job-based and organization-based
psychological ownership. Specifically, the dimensions of decent work related to fair
compensation and career development are stronger drivers of job-based
psychological ownership, while dimensions related to professional recognition and
a positive work climate have a more significant impact on organization-based
psychological ownership. Third, the non-equilibrium development of psychological
ownership exhibits a significant inverted U-shaped relationship with employee
work engagement. This means that a moderate level of imbalance between job-
based and organization-based ownership can create a positive tension that
stimulates employee engagement. However, excessive imbalance, whether leaning
too heavily towards the job or the organization, can lead to cognitive conflict and
resource depletion, thereby diminishing engagement. This finding provides a
crucial theoretical explanation for understanding the "double-edged sword" effect
of psychological ownership. Finally, employee work engagement has a significant
positive impact on task performance, fully validating the complete transmission
chain from the perception of decent work to the ultimate performance outcome.

The theoretical contributions of this study are threefold. First, it extends research
on decent work from a macro-institutional level to micro-psychological
mechanisms, revealing the intrinsic pathways through which it influences employee
behavior via psychological ownership. Second, it is among the first to empirically
test the non-linear effects of the non-equilibrium development of psychological
ownership, significantly enriching the literature on the "dark side" of psychological
ownership. Third, it constructs and validates an integrated model linking work
experience, psychological cognition, and behavioral performance, offering a novel
perspective for understanding the performance formation mechanisms of frontline
employees. On a practical level, the study provides valuable managerial insights for
business leaders. It suggests elevating decent work from a moral imperative to a
strategic asset, safeguarding employees' sense of dignity through institutionalized
practices. It also emphasizes the importance of cultivating a healthy sense of
psychological ownership and achieving a dynamic balance between job-based and
organization-based belonging. This approach can stimulate employee commitment

while mitigating negative outcomes such as territorial behavior and resistance to
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change. This research provides a robust theoretical foundation and practical
guidance for optimizing human resource management practices for frontline
employees in Chinese enterprises and promoting sustainable organizational

development.
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