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Abstract

Objectives Nonattachment has been found to be a potentially important mental quality in mitigating psychological distress
and promoting well-being across student and community adult populations. This study investigated the relationships between
nonattachment and three workplace-related variables, namely control at work, psychological safety, and supervisor support,
on mental well-being of a representative sample of working adults in Hong Kong.

Methods This is a cross-sectional investigation using the data provided by 1008 working adults who participated in a
population-based telephone survey. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was performed to test how nonattachment may be
related to mental well-being of working adults, with the relationship being mediated by three workplace-related variables.

Results Results indicated that nonattachment was positively associated with flourishing. This association was mediated by
perceived supervisor support and control at work. In addition, nonattachment was negatively related to depression and anxiety
symptoms and the association was only mediated by perceived supervisor support. Psychological safety did not significantly
mediate the effect of nonattachment on mental well-being.

Conclusions This study provides suggestive evidence that staff’s perception towards supervisors and level of control at
work can bridge the relationship between nonattachment and employee well-being. Potential cultural nuance that may have

contributed to the nonsignificance of psychological safety was discussed.

Keywords Working adults - Nonattachment - Well-being - Structural equation modeling

Nonattachment stems from Buddhist psychology and is
defined as a quality with which a person does not cling to
positive experience or avoid negative experience (Sahdra
et al., 2015). Cultivating the attitude of nonattachment, also
may be referred to as letting go, was suggested to be funda-
mental to mindfulness practice (Kabat-Zinn, 2009). When
people are nonattached, they may recognize the transient
nature of all phenomena, including their thoughts and feel-
ings, and thus may realize the futility of clinging to any of
them (Ostafin, 2015). Nonattachment allows one to be free of
the desire for positive experiences or avoidance of negative
experiences, enabling one to experience the present moment
fully without dependency on external circumstances (Sah-
dra, 2010). According to the Buddhist psychological model
(Grabovac et al., 2011), decreasing habitual attachment to
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feelings bridges between mindfulness practice and reduced
mental proliferation that leads to suffering. A recent meta-
analytic study (Ho et al., 2022) also supported the mediating
role of nonattachment in the relationship between mindful-
ness with well-being and distress.

In the literature, nonattachment was found to be positively
associated with mental well-being and negatively associated
with depression, anxiety, and stress (Whitehead et al., 2019).
Past studies have also demonstrated nonattachment to be
associated with positive interpersonal processes, including
greater levels of perspective taking, generosity, relational
harmony, and compassion (Sahdra et al., 2010, 2015; Wang
et al., 2016). Conversely, individuals’ tendency to avoid neg-
ative experiences was shown to predict poor interpersonal
relationships (Zamir et al., 2018). In other words, nonattach-
ment potentially has both intrapersonal and interpersonal
benefits.

Existing evidence also alluded to the potential benefits of
being nonattached in the workplace for working adults, who
may be vulnerable to psychological distress, anxiety, and/or
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depression. In a recent meta-analysis (Salari et al., 2020),
the average prevalence of anxiety was 31.9% (based on 17
studies covering 63,439 participants) and of depression was
33.7% (based on 14 studies covering 44,531 participants)
in the general population during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Sub-group analysis indicated that participants in Asia have
higher levels of both anxiety (32.9% vs. 23.8%) and depres-
sion (35.3% vs. 32.4%) than their European counterparts.
Hong Kong is one of Asia’s highest income cities that is
notorious for its demanding work culture and long working
hours (Cheung & Yip, 2015). According to a population-
based telephone survey, an average working adult in Hong
Kong spends 46.9 h per week at work (Tong et al., 2021). An
epidemiological study conducted in Hong Kong showed that
about 1 in 7 adults in the general population have common
mental disorders, namely anxiety, depression, or a combina-
tion of the two (Lam et al., 2015). In another study, among
the 1031 working adults surveyed, 25% of them reported
feeling down, depressed, or hopeless in the previous month,
and 90% of respondents reported needing more mental
health support at work (Zhu et al., 2016). An added chal-
lenge in the recent year is the COVID-19 pandemic that trig-
gers a global health and economic crisis, affecting people’s
livelihood, health, and mental health. It is therefore impor-
tant to understand what personal and workplace attributes
may mitigate or exacerbate psychological distress among
working adults during this critical period.

Nonattachment as Protective Disposition

Despite a considerable amount of interest in the effects of
mindfulness on well-being, less attention is placed on under-
standing how individuals who are nonattached might differ
in their mental well-being and interpersonal outcomes at
work. Being nonattached, or nonclinging, seems to clash
with the modern striving culture whereby individuals are
compelled to strive for wealth and status in the hierarchy
of organizations. However, with the quality of being non-
attached, individuals may experience better well-being at
work. Employees with higher levels of nonattachment were
found to have better job satisfaction (Upadhyay & Vashish-
tha, 2014). Pande and Naiu (1992) found that employees
who were more nonattached experienced significantly less
distress and better mental health compared to those who
were low in nonattachment despite the fact that they both
experienced comparable occurrence of stressful life events.

Apparently, nonattachment as a dispositional quality
influences one’s well-being at work more than the situation
itself. It is plausible that workers who are more nonattached
gained greater psychological autonomy and freedom in the
workplace, which prompt them to perceive greater levels of
control at work, feel more psychologically safe to express
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their views, and feel being more supported by their supervi-
sors. Thus, although nonattachment may seem to run coun-
ter to a striving working culture nowadays, it may in fact
facilitate working adults to gain workplace attributes that
are conducive to their mental well-being.

Nonattachment on Control at Work

The notion of control was defined as having a sense of con-
trol over the external environment and the belief of one’s
freedom and ability to make choices that affect an individu-
al’s attitudes and actions (Ng et al., 2006). Control at work
has its theoretical underpinnings associated with both the
theory of locus of control (Wang et al., 2016) and the notion
of decision latitude from the Job Control-Demand Model
(H&usser et al., 2010). Job control is an important resource
to buffer the effects of work-related demands (e.g., high
workload, conflict of demand) on well-being (Ganster &
Rosen, 2013) and job motivation and engagement (Fox et al.,
1993; Kain & Jex, 2010). In organizational psychology, job
control refers to a person’s skill discretion and autonomy in
scheduling or organizing one’s tasks (Kain & Jex, 2010).
Having high levels of perceived locus of control has been
demonstrated to be conducive to one’s well-being (Colquitt
et al., 2015; Ng et al., 2006). Conversely, a perceived lack
of control is detrimental to health and mental health (e.g.,
Stansfeld & Candy, 2006), greater levels of stress, and lower
self-worth (Langer, 1983).

Currently, no study to date has investigated the relation-
ship between nonattachment and a sense of control at work.
Tangential evidence however indicated that while nonat-
tachment has an inverse relationship with external locus
of control (Sahdra et al., 2010), theoretical linkage might
exist between nonattachment and internal locus of control.
Individuals with a higher sense of internal locus of control
are less likely to be influenced by other people or external
circumstances. People with higher levels of internal locus of
control were found to have better interpersonal relationships
at work, better coping skills, and experience less job stress,
to name a few (see Wang et al., 2016 for a meta-analytic
review). In general, they tend to perceive the workplace as
more positive, compared to those with higher external locus
of control. Likewise, people who have high levels of nonat-
tachment may show more satisfaction at work due to their
minimal need to maximize pleasant experiences or shun
unpleasant experiences at work such that they may not be as
concerned to promoting themselves or admitting mistakes.
Moreover, individuals high in nonattachment may be predis-
posed to a greater sense of environmental mastery since they
are not trapped by clinging feelings and thoughts (Whitehead
et al., 2019). This quality is associated with people having
an internal locus of control orientation (Shojaee & French,
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2014). The empirical and theoretical evidence suggests that
higher levels of nonattachment might be associated with
higher levels of control at work.

Nonattachment on Psychological Safety

Psychological safety has been found to be critical in organi-
zational well-being, personal learning, and development.
Psychological safety is individuals’ perception of threat in
their environment, in particular, the consequences of taking
certain work-related risks in the workplace. People with a
high sense of psychological safety are thought to be more
willing to express their views and can accept failures without
fear of punishment or retaliation (Edmondson, 1999; Kahn,
1990). Edmondson (2004) conceptualized psychological
safety as an interpersonal construct, a person’s willingness
to take risks in the team, without fear of guilt or adverse con-
sequences. Psychological safety has shown to be associated
with a myriad of positive work outcomes, including creativ-
ity (Gu et al., 2013), work engagement (May et al., 2004),
enhanced interpersonal communication (Edmondson & Lei,
2014), and willingness to share knowledge and engage in
voice behaviors (Bienefeld & Grote, 2014). Furthermore,
in the systematic review by Newman et al. (2017), psycho-
logical safety is found to be a mediator between positive job
resources and work stress.

Although the relationship between psychological safety
and nonattachment has not been empirically investigated,
some conceptual linkage could be found. For example, when
people stop being self-fixated at work, such as clinging to
a need to be praised or validated by others, a sense of spir-
itual freedom ensues (Agarwal, 1982; Sumedho, 1989). This
sense of freedom might enable people to act on their goals or
values in a more effective manner with less self-interests in
mind, which is congruent with the attitudes of people who
have a high sense of psychological safety. In other words,
when people are not attached to expectations or positive out-
comes, a sense of psychological safety may come along with
greater freedom to respond in difficult situations.

Nonattachment on Perceived Supervisor
Support

Perceived supervisor support refers to the perceptions that
their supervisors or line managers are rendering supportive
behaviors to them as employees. Perceived supervisor sup-
port, among all interpersonal variables in the workplace, was
cited as one of the most important influences on employee
well-being and performance in the workplace, regardless
of industries and occupations (LaMontagne et al., 2014).
Support from supervisor also renders a stronger effect in

buffering job strain than support from co-workers from the
same workplace (Karasek et al., 1982). In fact, among all
kinds of social support (family and work), a perceived lack
of support from supervisors at work was found to be the
strongest predictor or risk factor for negative mental health
and health outcomes, including self-rated health, muscu-
loskeletal disorders, stressful feelings, burnout symptoms,
and turnover intention (Himmig, 2017). Conversely, higher
levels of perceived supervisor support are associated with a
reduction of job stress (Kang & Kang, 2016).

To date, no study has been conducted to directly exam-
ine the relationship between nonattachment and perceived
supervisor support. However, a handful of studies have
shown the positive relationship between nonattachment and
interpersonal relationships. Whitehead et al. (2018) found
people who were highly nonattached had their relationships
benefitted by letting go of expectations of others. Attached
individuals often hold inflexible expectations about how
people should behave. When these expectations were not
met, people with low levels of nonattachment might display
a tendency to feel frustrated in the relationships or judge
them as unworthy. In the context of workplace, expectations
towards work and performance may be inevitable. Nonat-
tachment enables employees to uncling from expectations
and be able to consider the situations as they are. As such,
employees who are dispositionally more nonattached may
be less likely to hold grudges, be more able to have a less
biased view of their supervisors that is shaped by their past
experiences, and have greater latitude to perceive support
from their supervisors.

Past studies have found dispositional mindfulness to
correlate positively with perceived social support (Klainin-
Yobas et al., 2016; Mettler et al., 2019). Given mindfulness
has been found to be positively related to nonattachment
(Sahdra et al., 2010) and nonattachment was found to medi-
ate the relationship between mindfulness with well-being
(Ho et al., 2022) and enhanced interpersonal behaviors (e.g.,
Glomb et al., 2011; Whitehead et al., 2019), these nonat-
tached workers may also have more interpersonal skills and
being more mindful at work, and may, as a result, elicit more
support from their supervisors.

Consistent with these theoretical and empirical perspec-
tives, the present study aimed to examine the contribution
of nonattachment to the mental well-being of working adults
and to investigate whether these three important work vari-
ables, control at work, psychological safety, and perceived
supervisor support, can mediate the relationship between
nonattachment and well-being. We hypothesized that (1)
higher levels of nonattachment are associated with better
mental well-being outcomes and (2) the association between
nonattachment and mental well-being would be mediated by
control at work, psychological safety, and perceived supervi-
sor support. Through establishing the relationships of these
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variables, further theories can be developed to examine how
nonattachment can be understood and fostered in the work-
place to promote mental well-being.

Methods
Participants

Data were collected from 1008 full-time working adults
who took part in a cross-sectional, population-based phone
survey in 2017. Among the respondents, 90.7% of them fell
between ages 18 and 59 with most of them (31.3%) aged
between 50 and 59. An even distribution of gender was
achieved, with 49.3% of respondents being female. They
came from 21 different industries representing a diverse sam-
ple of working adults in Hong Kong, including construction
(11.9%), education (9.6%), hospitality (7.8%), civil services
(7.7%), medical health and welfare (7.4%), and banking and
finance (7.2%) as well as wholesale and retail (7.1%). Over
half of the respondents (54.9%) worked in local compa-
nies, 15.7% worked in international companies, and 14.7%
worked in the government. In terms of position, 36.8% of
them self-reported as professionals, managers, or executives,
and 31.7% were nonskill workers. Respondents’ monthly
income spread widely from less than $5000 to over $100,000
Hong Kong dollars (HKD) and about half (53.4%) of the
respondents earned HKD$15,000-HKD$39,999 per month.
An average weekly working time of 48.03 h (SD=10.88)
was reported. In terms of mental well-being, 21.4% of the
respondents were identified as having probable anxiety using
the suggested cut-off score of 3 on the Generalized Anxiety
Disorder-2 (GAD-2; Spitzer et al., 2006), 14% as having
probable depression based on the Patient Health Question-
naire-2 (PHQ-2; Kroenke et al., 2003), and 10.4% meeting
both cut-offs for probable anxiety and depression.

Procedures

The Public Opinion Program (POP) at the University of
Hong Kong was commissioned to conduct the population-
based telephone survey. Landline and mobile telephone num-
bers were randomly generated. For the landline telephone
number samples, when contact was successfully established
with a target household, a person who is 18 years old or
above, working full-time, was selected from all those quali-
fied who were also present using the “next birthday” rule.
Each target telephone number was called a maximum of 5
times, including different call attempts made during daytime
and in the evenings before it was dropped as “non-contact.”
If the target respondent was not immediately available to
answer the survey at the time when the initial call was made,
interviewers would make attempts to gain their cooperation
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by re-calling at different time slots, or by making an appoint-
ment with the respondents and re-called at a specific time
slot. Explicit refusals from the target respondents or other
household members were recorded as unsuccessful cases
and no more re-calls would be made. After respondents
are identified and successfully contacted, they were briefed
about the study aims and verbal consent sought. No second-
level sampling was in place for the mobile samples.

Measures

Nonattachment To capture one’s flexibility and balanced
approach towards life experiences, the 8-item Nonattach-
ment Scale-Short Form (NAS-SF; Chio et al., 2018; Sahdra
et al., 2010) was used. Respondents are asked to rate their
agreement to the items on a 6-point scale, from 1 =strongly
disagree to 6 =strongly agree. A sample item is: “I can let
go of regrets and feelings of dissatisfaction about the past.”
This abridged version was developed using item response
theory for Chinese in Hong Kong (Chio et al., 2018). In the
present sample, the NAS-SF had an internal consistency of
Cronbach’s ¢ =0.84 and McDonald’s @ =0.85.

Control at Work The 3-item Control at Work (CAW) sub-
scale from the Work-related quality of life (WRQoL) scale
(Van Laar et al., 2007) was used to capture the extent in
which participants felt they could involve in decision-making
pertinent to their work, such as “I am involved in decisions
that affect me in my own area of work.” The scale ranged
from 1 to 5 (1 =strongly disagree; 5 =strongly agree). The
internal consistency of the 3 items was Cronbach’s =0.80
and McDonald’s @ =0.80 in the present study.

Psychological Safety Psychological safety was measured
using the 7-item scale from Edmondson’s (1999) Team
Psychological Safety scale. Sample items included “Mem-
bers of this team are able to bring up problems and tough
issues” and “If you make a mistake on this team, it is often
held against you.” The scale ranged from 1 to 7 (1 =strongly
disagree; 4 =neutral; 7 =strongly agree). The internal con-
sistency of these 7 items was Cronbach’s «=0.63 and
McDonald’s @ =0.64. Based on the factor loadings of a
forced single-factor principal component analysis (PCA),
one item (“No one on this team would deliberately act in
a way that undermines my efforts.”) obtained a low com-
munality score of 0.03. This item was removed following
Child’s (2006) suggestion that an item with a communality
score less than 0.2 should be removed. Upon removal, the
scale internal consistency improved to Cronbach’s a=0.698
and McDonald’s @ =0.70.

Perceived Supervisor Support To assess respondents’
perceptions towards their supervisor’s support on their
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contributions and well-being, we selected four highest load-
ing items from the Scale of Perceived Organization Support
(Eisenberger et al., 1986) and replaced the term “organi-
zation” with “supervisor.” Similar practice was found in
other studies (e.g., Eisenberger et al., 2002; Rhoades et al.,
2001). Sample items include “My supervisor cares about
my opinion” and “My supervisor strongly considers my
goals and values.” Participants rated their responses on a
7-point scale, with 1 =strongly disagree; 4 =neutral; and
7 =strongly agree. The four items had an internal consist-
ency of Cronbach’s a=0.82 and McDonald’s @ =0.83 in
the present study.

Mental Well-being Depression, anxiety, and flourishing
were measured respectively using the PHQ-2, GAD-2, and
the Flourishing Scale (FS; Diener et al., 2010). PHQ-2 and
GAD-2 are brief screening tools for depression and anxiety.
Each scale consists of 2 items, with a scale point that ranges
from O to 3 (O=not at all; 3=nearly every day). Using a cut-
off of 3, the GAD-2 has a sensitivity of 86% and specificity
of 83% for diagnosing generalized anxiety disorder (Plum-
mer et al., 2016), and PHQ-2 has a sensitivity of 82.9% and
specificity of 90% for detecting major depressive disorder
(Gilbody et al., 2007). The two measures were commonly
combined to represent an individual’s symptoms of depres-
sive and anxiety (PHQ-4; Kroenke et al., 2009). The PHQ-4
had an internal consistency of Cronbach’s a=0.82 and
McDonald’s @ =0.83 in the present study.

The Flourishing Scale has been employed widely to meas-
ure mental well-being and have attained strong psychometric
properties (Diener et al., 2010). It is a widely recognized
tool to capture a respondent’s self-perceived satisfaction in
different aspects of life, including interpersonal relationship
and sense of purpose; respondents are asked to rate on a set
of statements on a scale of 1 to 7 (1 =strongly disagree;
4 =neutral; 7 =strongly agree). Flourishing is conceptually
different from happiness or hedonic well-being as flourish-
ing is thought to encompass a broader state of well-being of
a person (Van der Weele, 2017). Its internal consistency was
Cronbach’s =0.84 and McDonald’s @ =0.85.

Data Analyses

Descriptive statistical analyses were conducted using the
SPSS package version 26 to examine respondents’ demo-
graphic characteristics. Zero-order correlations were
obtained in SPSS to explore the intercorrelations of vari-
ables to be included in the structural equation modeling
(SEM). Principal component factoring with varimax rota-
tion was performed to obtain factor loadings for the items of
each hypothetical latent construct to be used in subsequent
item-parceling procedure.

The Mplus 7.0 software package (Muthén & Muthén,
1998-2012) was used to perform SEM. Maximum likeli-
hood estimation was used to handle missing data and to pro-
duce covariance matrices. Three item parcels were computed
for each latent construct based on the factor loadings with
accordance to the factorial algorithm (Rogers & Schmitt,
2004). For constructs that were assessed by less than 5 items,
all items were used directly to indicate the latent construct.
A combination of goodness-of-fit criteria was considered,
including the absolute goodness-of-fit statistic chi-square
(%), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA),
the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker Lewis Index
(TLI), and the standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR). Values of both RMSEA and SRMR over 0.08 and
CFI and TLI values over 0.90 indicate acceptable model fit
(Brown & Cudeck, 1993).

A two-step approach was adopted in this study. The first
step was a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test the
factor structure of the measurement model. To produce reli-
able results, items’ factor loadings should be over 0.4. In
addition, construct reliability (CR) and average variance
extracted (AVE) were calculated using these factor load-
ings to determine convergent and discriminant validity. AVE
of each construct should be larger than its correlations with
the other constructs and over 0.5. CR should be over 0.7 to
demonstrate validity (Hair et al., 2010).

The second step was a full SEM testing the hypothesized
model as illustrated in Fig. 1. Specifically, the four items of
PHQ-2 and GAD-2 were modeled into a latent factor repre-
senting depressive and anxiety symptoms. It was treated as
the outcome in the model together with flourishing. Nonat-
tachment was treated as the predictor and the three work
determinants, i.e., control at work, psychological safety, per-
ceived supervisor support, were treated as mediators. Nonat-
tachment, depressive and anxiety symptoms, and flourishing
were adjusted for age and gender (dummy coded). Mediation
effects were tested with the bootstrapping procedures recom-
mended by Shrout and Bolger (2002). Bias corrected boot-
strap confidence intervals were estimated using 1000 boot-
strapped samples from the original data following Cheung
and Lau (2008).

Results

The means, standard deviations, and correlations of all
observed variables are presented in Table 1. All variables
were significantly correlated (p <0.05), providing a solid
basis for model testing. Factor loadings, validity, and
reliability analysis for the study variables are presented
in Table 2. Results of the confirmatory factor analysis
showed that the measurement model had a satisfactory
model fit (y*(155)=614.78, CFI=0.946, TLI=0.934,

@ Springer



2466

Mindfulness (2022) 13:2461-2472

work

Nonattachment
support

safety

Control at

Supervisor’s

Psychological

Flourishing

Depressive
and anxiety
symptoms

Fig. 1 Hypothesized model

Table 1 Correlations between

. Variable Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6
variables

1 Nonattachment 4.68 (.80) - Q2 DBk 3 skok SOHEE - 3
2 Control at work 3.79 (.86) - A9k AZuck ASsek D]k
3 Supervisor’s support  4.69 (1.51) - AOFEE 4Bk — 2TFFk
4 Psychological safety ~ 4.48 (.95) - SR — . 12%%*
5 Flourishing 5.58 (.97) - — 43k
6 Depressive and anxi-  1.63 (.66) -

ety symptoms

#p<.05; #¥p <.01; *+¥p <001

RMSEA =0.054 (CI: 0.050-0.059), SRMR =0.047), indi-
cating that the proposed factor structure was supported sta-
tistically and therefore all variables were retained in the full
SEM.

Figure 2 shows the final model and Table 3 presents the
statistics of direct and indirect effects. Results indicated
that most of the fit indices were satisfactory (CFI=0.935,
TLI=0.922, RMSEA =0.048 (CI: 0.044-0.052),
SRMR =0.044). The paths from psychological safety to both
well-being indicators, i.e., flourishing and depressive and
anxiety symptoms, were nonsignificant; the path from con-
trol at work to depressive and anxiety symptoms was also not
significant. All other paths were statistically significant and
in line with the hypothesized direction. The proposed model
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explained 50% of the variance in flourishing, and 20.7% of
the variance in depressive and anxiety symptoms.

The composite indirect effect of nonattachment on
flourishing through control at work and perceived supervi-
sor support was significant (f=0.17, SE=0.04, p <0.001),
suggesting that respondents with higher levels of nonat-
tachment were more likely to flourish as mediated by an
increase in control and supervisor’s support at work. In
addition, the indirect effect of nonattachment on depres-
sive and anxiety symptoms through perceived supervi-
sor support was also significant (f= —0.04, SE=0.02,
p <0.05), indicating that respondents with higher levels
of nonattachment reported less depressive and anxiety
symptoms as mediated by increased supervisor’s support.
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Table 2 CFA results

Latent construct Indicator Factor loading p-value AVE CR Cron-
bach’s
alpha
Nonattachment (NA) NA, .870 -k .674 .861 .84
NA, 794 <.001
NA, 797 <.001

Control at work (CAW) CAW, 785 - .584 .808 .80
CAW, 795 <.001
CAW; 710 <.001

Supervisor’s support (SupS) SupS, .638 =¥ .545 .825 .82
SupS, .808 <.001
SupS; .850 <.001
SupS, .631 <.001

Psychological safety (PsyS) PsyS, .667 =¥ 334 .594 .68
PsyS, .596 <.001
PsyS; 448 <.001

Flourishing (FS) FS, 778 - .619 .829 .85
FS, .841 <.001
FS, 737 <.001

Depressive and anxiety symp- DAS; 720 =¥ 554 832 .82
toms (DAS) DAS, .806 <.001
DAS; .664 <.001
DAS, 779 <.001

“Not estimated as loading set to fixed value of 1.0

AVE, average variance extracted; CR, construct reliability

40%**

Control at
work

Flourishing®

. L3

Supervisor’s
support

Nonattachment?

Depressive
and anxiety
symptoms*

-
-
-

Psychological
safety

~33%e

**p<,01, ***p<.001
#Controlled for age & gender

Fig.2 Full model with standardized path loadings
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Table 3 Direct effects and indirect effects

Unstandardized SE 95% CI p-value
coefficient
Direct effects
Nonattachment — flourishing 477 .063 .373 to .581 <.001
Nonattachment — depressive and anxiety symptoms —.2901 .050 —.373t0—-.210 <.001
Indirect effects
Nonattachment — control at work — flourishing 128 .037 .067 to .189 .001
Nonattachment — supervisor’s support — flourishing .069 .019 .037 to .101 <.001
(Nonattachment — control at work — flourishing) + (nonattachment — supervisor’s 197 .041 .130 to .265 <.001
support — flourishing)
Nonattachment — supervisor’s support — depressive and anxiety symptoms —.037 .015 —.061to—.013 .012

SE, standard error; CI, confidence interval

Discussion

This study investigated the associations of nonattachment
with workplace attributes, namely control at work, psycho-
logical safety, and perceived supervisor support, and its rela-
tionships with mental well-being and psychological distress
of working adults. Our results indicated that nonattachment
is positively linked with flourishing, and negatively linked
with depressive and anxiety symptoms. Moreover, out of
the three variables hypothesized to mediate the relationship
between nonattachment with depressive and anxiety symp-
toms, only perceived supervisor support was demonstrated
to be a significant mediator. For the relationship between
nonattachment and flourishing, both control at work and
perceived supervisor support were found to be significant
mediators. Psychological safety was not a significant media-
tor after accounting for the other two work-related factors.

This study provides new insights on the theoretical link-
age between dispositional nonattachment, perceived support
from supervisors at work, and control at work. It adds new
perspectives to existing literature that predominantly focused
on the ways in which workplace attributes impact working
adults’ well-being. The present study provided preliminary
evidence that being nonattached may predispose people to
experience control at work and perceive stronger support
from their supervisors.

Nonattachment has not been studied empirically in the
work setting. Establishing the linkage between dispositional
nonattachment and perceived support from supervisors sup-
ports existing research on the interpersonal benefits of being
nonattached (Joss et al., 2020). It also goes beyond existing
literature by demonstrating the benefits of being nonattached
have on workplace relationships, which are said to be more
“functional” for one’s career, from a social exchange lens
(Colbert et al., 2016). Apart from bringing benefits to inter-
personal relationships, our results also suggested that indi-
viduals who are less reactive to life’s experiences are more
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likely to feel a greater sense of control at work, paradoxical
as it may seem. This is in accord with Wu et al.’s (2019)
study that found people whose nonattachment were culti-
vated through the practice of an awareness training program
(ATP) also experienced an increased sense of coherence in
life. People with a higher sense of coherence are more likely
to find life comprehensible and manageable, rather than find-
ing life as chaotic and meaningless (Antonovsky, 1993).
Both nonattachment and sense of coherence are salient in
cognitive appraisal and coping, and previous studies have
demonstrated the importance of sense of coherence as an
important predictor for work-related health and well-being
(Albertsen et al., 2001; Nielsen et al., 2008).

Contrary to our prediction, psychological safety was not a
significant mediator in both models. This could be due to the
relatively poor internal consistency between the psychologi-
cal safety items observed in our sample. Another possible
explanation for the nonsignificant finding could be a differ-
ence in cultural nuances. Psychological safety is predomi-
nantly a Western, individualistic notion, which alludes to a
person’s willingness to take risks in a work setting without
worrying about negative consequences. However, although
Hong Kong is an international metropolitan city, high power
distance and collectivism still prevail in many work settings
(Leung, 2012), and group performance, rather than individ-
ual performance relative to other in-group members, is val-
ued more highly in collectivistic cultures (Halevy & Sagiv,
2008). Compatible with this theoretical lens, we conjectured
that our respondents may not find psychological safety to be
an important determinant for workplace well-being.

To further interpret the current findings, relevant theories
such as the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979)
could be considered. According to the social identity theory
and other identity models built on its premises, self-identity
is a strong force that shapes the attitudes and behaviors of
employees in a workplace and life in general (Ellemers et al.,
2003). Indeed, most organizational studies operate on the
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theoretical foreground that assumes individuals to hold sali-
ent narrative identities at work (e.g., I am a medical doc-
tor). This narrative of the self is what shapes individual’s
experience and reality at work and life in general (Ashforth
et al., 2008). However, this sense of “self” juxtaposes with
the notion of nonattachment. Nonattachment entails non-
clinging to work arrangements and events at work and work
outcomes, as well as the sense of self of being a certain kind
of worker or being. Therefore, future research can inves-
tigate how one’s clinging (or nonclinging) to the sense of
“self” may interact with one’s attitudes and adjustment at
work, especially in a culturally diverse setting. Nonattach-
ment to the self was found to be positively related to emo-
tional stability, self-transcendence, environmental mastery,
autonomy and negatively related to stress, depression, and
anxiety (Whitehead et al., 2018). It may be possible that
when people can nonattach from their sense of self, they can
more freely interact with different ranks of colleagues and
maneuver across work settings, without being entangled in
fixed perceptions of who they should be, what they should
do, and how they should communicate with others in the
workplace.

Limitations and Future Research

The findings of this study should be interpreted with its limi-
tations in mind. First, even though the sample was represent-
ative, the cross-sectional design of this study precludes any
establishment of causality. The findings obtained from this
study could serve as a theoretical foundation for future stud-
ies to test the hypothesized model over time, preferably with
an experimental or interventional component. Secondly, the
relatively low internal consistency obtained for the measure
of psychological safety may contribute to its nonsignificant
relationships with mental well-being outcomes.
Notwithstanding these limitations, this study provides
solid groundwork for future theory-driven predictions to be
made between the relationships of nonattachment and both
intra- and interpersonal well-being in the workplace. While
our study did not find significant linkage between psycho-
logical safety and mental well-being, one possible direc-
tion could be to explore the underlying reason. As discussed
earlier, we speculated that the difference in cultural nuances
may have an influence. Future studies may consider conduct-
ing a cross-culture investigation to confirm this hypothesis.
Nevertheless, this study provided suggestive evidence
that promoting nonattachment at the workplace may have
positive impacts on employee well-being. Limited by the
cross-sectional nature, causality could not be drawn in this
study. Future studies may consider conducting a randomized
control trial to test the efficacy of a workplace-specific non-
attachment training on improving employee well-being.
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