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Abstract

Exhaustion is the most common symptom of burnout. Previous studies have

found that job demands (i.e. interpersonal conflict and qualitative job insecurity) play

an important role in explaining burnout of employees. In this study, we conducted a

hierarchical linear regression to test the relationship between interpersonal conflict,

qualitative job insecurity and communication (as a moderator) in predicting

employees’ exhaustion according to the JD-R model. Chinese workers (N=120) who

work abroad participated in the online questionnaires. Results showed that

interpersonal conflict was not a predictor of exhaustion for Chinese workers in this

study; however, qualitative job insecurity and communication both had a positive

relationship with exhaustion. Moreover, the results revealed that the interaction of

interpersonal conflict and communication was significant. Possible implications for

human resources management are provided afterwards.

Keywords: exhaustion, chinese, communication, JD-R model

JEL Classification System: O15 (Economic Development: Human Resources; Human

Development; Income Distribution; Migration) and Y4 (Dissertations)
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Resumo

A exaustão é o sintoma mais comum de burnout. Estudos anteriores

descobriram que as exigências do trabalho (ou seja, conflito interpessoal e

insegurança no trabalho) desempenham um papel importante na explicação do

burnout dos trabalhadores. Neste estudo testámos, através de regressões lineares

hierárquicas, a relação entre conflito interpessoal, insegurança qualitativa do emprego

e comunicação (como moderador) na predição da exaustão dos trabalhadores de

acordo com o modelo JD-R . Trabalhadores chineses (N = 120), a trabalhar fora do

seu país, participaram respondendo a um questionário on-line. Os resultados

mostraram que o conflito interpessoal não é um preditor da exaustão para os

trabalhadores chineses; no entanto, a insegurança qualitativa no trabalho e a

comunicação tiveram uma relação positiva com o a exaustão. Além disso, os

resultados revelaram que a interação entre conflito interpessoal e comunicação foi

significativa. Possíveis implicações para a gestão de recursos humanos são

apresentadas.

Palavras-chave: exaustão, chineses, comunicação, modelo JD-R

JEL Classification System: O15 (Economic Development: Human Resources; Human

Development; Income Distribution; Migration) and Y4 (Dissertations)
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Ⅰ. Introduction

In recent years, the role of immigrants as an important part of a country’s

demographics has attracted the public’s attention. In particular, immigrants’ potential

for burnout has been brought to the forefront of immigrant studies(Figueiredo,

Suleman, & Botelho, 2018; Salmela-Aro, Read, Minkkinen, Kinnunen, & Rimpelä,

2018). Thus, in the context of immigrants, studies about burnout are essential.

Burnout is a topic that has been highlighted and studied by many researchers.

Recently, burnout has been included in an important diseases classification system by

the World Health Organization. Burnout is defined as a ‘prolonged psychological

process that occurs in response to chronic workplace stress that has not been

effectively managed’ (Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001, p. 399 ; WHO). In order to

reduce the prevalence of burnout, several studies have revealed the important role of

job demands and job resources in predicting burnout (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner,

& Schaufeli, 2001; Bakker, Demerouti, & Verbeke, 2004; LePine & Rich, 2010;

Alarcon, 2011; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014; Aronsson et al., 2017; Schaufeli, 2017).

However, few studies have focused on burnout among Chinese immigrants.

According to a report on Chinese HNWIs overseas (2017), there are more than

33 million Chinese currently living overseas. The number of Chinese immigrants

living in Portugal is increasing as well, and 82.6% of these people have become

employees of local companies (Santos Neves, Miguel, Rocha-Trindade, Maria &

Beatriz, 2008). Of the Chinese immigrants in Portugal, 29.6% are younger than 30

years old and 38.5% are between 31 and 40 years old (Oliveira Catarina Reis, 2003).

Since the year 2017, the number of Chinese immigrants based in Portugal has risen to

23,197 (Immigration, Borders and Asylum Report, 2017). The South China Morning

Post has reported that Portugal needs more immigrants to maintain a stable

population. Therefore, the number of Chinese people in Portugal is likely to increase

even further in the coming years (Gaspar, 2017). Because more and more Chinese
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people in Portugal are looking for jobs, burnout among Chinese immigrants has to be

given more attention.

Most immigrants are faced with a difficult work environment, which damages

well-being and stimulates burnout. Some Chinese immigrants suffer from both

physical and mental issues in the workplace. According to the fact sheets on SDGs,

the percentage of people who have been exposed to mental health disorders has

increased by 16% in the WHO European Region, and immigrants may be at greater

risk of suffering from these problems.

Additionally, the public has little knowledge about mental disorders and

psychology terminology (Jorm, 2000). People tend to be concerned only with

physical health, not considering that mental health is an equally important dimension

of ‘health’. People who experience burnout at work suffer negative effects on their

health, both physical and psychological. Burnout can also cause many changes in the

body, such as emotional exhaustion and professional inefficacy (WHO), and it can

eventually give rise to severe outcomes for both individuals and organisations. For

instance, burnout causes psychological health problems, including deficiencies in the

performance of professional activities at work, increasing mental dissonance and

high-level exhaustion. From the perspective of organisations, burnout outcomes such

as absenteeism and high turnover rates result in high costs for companies (Cordes &

Dougherty, 1993).

According to the JD-R model (Schaufeli, 2017) and previous studies (Bakker, et

al., 2004; Schaufeli, 2017), job demands may eventually contribute to burnout if the

job demands are high and continuous in the workplace. Job resources, on the other

hand, will foster greater work engagement. In our study, we aim to analyse the role of

interpersonal conflict, job insecurity(qualitative job insecurity) and communication

on affecting exhaustion of Chinese employees who work abroad.

Interpersonal conflict, one of the job demands (Bakker et al., 2014), has been

suggested as an antecedent of burnout and a contributor to higher burnout levels
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(Beheshtifar & Zare, 2013). For instance, in a study of secondary school teachers in

Madrid, the results revealed that interpersonal relationships directly influence

people’s exhaustion (Rodríguez-Mantilla & Fernández-Díaz, 2017).

One aspect of diversity in the workplace is related to the workers’ nationalities.

In our study among Chinese immigrants, more immigrant means more diversity.

Because, interpersonal conflict occurs more easily when there are more differences

between individuals, more conflict will occur in the presence of more diversity (Barki

& Hartwick, 2004). One Dutch study concluded that interpersonal conflict has a

negative impact on burnout and could be a predictor for burnout (Demerouti, Le

Blanc & Van Emmerik, 2010). Another study among Chinese employees in the

aviation industry observed that interpersonal conflict has negative impacts on burnout.

Nonetheless, there have been few studies on this topic conducted with Chinese

immigrants. Thus, in this study, we explore the role of interpersonal conflict on

burnout among Chinese immigrants.

Job insecurity, the other job demand, describes such situations in which

immigrants are faced with detrimental working environments and cannot avoid

flexible working contracts (Moyce & Schenker, 2018). Job insecurity is a common

cause of burnout among immigrants in the workplace (Commander, Heitmueller &

Tyson, 2006; Moyce & Schenker, 2018). A previous study of employees in Turkey

observed that job insecurity had a positive influence on employees’ burnout level

(Aybas, Elmas & Dündar, 2018). Another study found that job insecurity was related

to burnout among employees in Gauteng (Bosman, Rothmann & Buitendach, 2005).

However, just a few studies have solely focused on the impacts of qualitative job

insecurity on burnout, especially among Chinese immigrants. Thus, this study

focuses on the impacts of qualitative job insecurity on Chinese immigrants’ burnout.

Communication is a job resource that plays an important role in reducing the

negative impacts of job demands. Some previous academic studies have investigated

its moderating function. For instance, a study in the United States found that
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communication could decrease employees’ burnout level and buffer negative impacts

of job demands on burnout (Kim & Lee, 2009; Jiang & Probst, 2014). As

interpersonal conflict and qualitative job insecurity are job demands, there is

evidence that communication may buffer negative impacts of interpersonal conflict

and qualitative job insecurity on burnout. According to Cronin (1990), appropriate

communication skills can help reduce people’s burnout level. These studies have

broadened our knowledge on the moderating relationship of communication and

burnout. Nevertheless, there is still a lack of information on this topic among Chinese

employees who work abroad. In addition, there have been no studies that combine

interpersonal conflict, qualitative job insecurity and communication. Therefore,

communication is added to this study as a moderator.

This study attempts to discover the impacts of interpersonal conflict and qualitative

job insecurity on burnout and the moderating effect of communication on these job

demands’ impacts on burnout. Thus, firstly, we aim to explore the role of

interpersonal conflict and qualitative job insecurity (predictors) on predicting

employees’ burnout. Secondly, we analyse the moderating role of communication of

interpersonal conflict and qualitative job insecurity on burnout.

In the next chapter, the literature review is presented along with related concepts,

definitions and a research gap analysis to support the hypotheses. Afterwards, the

methodology and results are presented and demonstrated. Finally, we discuss the

findings and look ahead to future research.
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Ⅱ. Literature review

Overview of Burnout and the JD-R Model

Burnout is defined as a disorder associated with occupations when people have

interactions with each other. It is a prolonged process of exhaustion and disinterest in

one’s work that contributes to negative outcomes in the workplace (Maslach,

Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001). Burnout has three dimensions: exhaustion,

depersonalisation and reduced personal accomplishment (Maslach, 1998). Exhaustion

is considered the most obvious manifestation of burnout syndrome (Kim, 2018), and

it occurs before depersonalisation and reduced personal accomplishment (Hobfoll,

1989; Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993). Moreover, exhaustion as one of the dimensions of

burnout symptoms is the core and the most common symptom of burnout (Maslach et

al., 2001; Cox, Tisserand & Taris, 2005); it refers to both emotional drain and

physical overextension (Bianchi, Schonfeld, & Laurent, 2015). Therefore, exhaustion

as a symptom of sub-scale for measuring burnout is used in the present study.

Several contributions have been made in the literature in order to understand and

explain how burnout develops. The first contributes came from the Stress and Job

Design Literature. In 1979, Karasek introduced the demand-control model that is

considered a classic and influential model. In the demand-control model, Karasek

discussed the relationship and interaction between job demand and decision attitude

(one of the elements of job resources) (Karasek, 1979). Karasek found that high job

demand and low control cause stress. Later, Hackman and Oldham(1980) suggested

the job characteristics model, which includes core job characteristics (e.g. feedback

from employer, skill variety, etc.). In 1996, the effort-reward imbalance model was

announced, which includes an examination of the specific variable of reward and its

relation with the effort invested by the worker. This model emphasized that stress

would develop when the person invested high effort and received low rewards. More

recently, the comprehensive JD-R theory has been improved by Schaufeli and Bakker.



Predictors of exhaustion in Chinese employees

6

The JD-R model has become the most popular and cited model among many

researchers (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014).

There are some similarities and differences between the JD-R model and the

aforementioned earlier models for predicting well-being. As for similarities, all the

models introduce the role of job demands and resources in affecting burnout. As for

differences, the JD-R model is more comprehensive compared to the earlier models

for predicting well-being. As can be seen in Figure 1, the JD-R model has two

distinct psychological processes. In the first health impairment process, high job

demands normally lead to burnout and negative outcomes, such as turnover intention

for the organisation and mental problems for individuals. While in the motivational

process, abundant job resources are positively related with work engagement, people

feel engaged and have an excellent performance at work, fostering a positive

outcome. Job resources buffer the negative impacts of the job demands on burnout

and also contribute to positive work engagement and lead to positive outcomes as

well (Baker, Demerouti & Euwema, 2005; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014; Schaufeli, 2017).

The study of Baker et al. (2005) also proved that job demands had a weaker

relationship or no relationship with burnout in cases where job resources were

available at work. Additionally, it was observed that during an intervention process,

only abundant job resources could contribute to the work engagement. Moreover, the

JD-R model is more flexible for testing any job demands and job resources under any

work settings that will influence employees’ health and well-being. In addition, the

JD-R model is more heuristic for exploring ‘how’ different job characteristics can

influence one’s well-being (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). Therefore, the JD-R model can

pave the way for inspiring people to predict burnout and improve their well-being in

their personal lives or within an organisation, aiming to explain burnout but also

engagement and the consequences for health and performance (Schaufeli & Taris,

2014).

In the JD-R model, job demands include negative ‘characteristics’ that one will

have to fulfil in the workplace (Schaufeli,2017), i.e. ‘Those physical, social, or
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organizational aspects of the job that require sustained physical or mental effort and

are therefore associated with certain physiological and psychological costs’

(Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001, p. 501). Such examples are work

overload, interpersonal conflict and emotional demands, which can eventually

contribute to burnout if the job demands are high and continuous in the workplace

(Schaufeli & Taris, 2014; Schaufeli, 2017). Job resources, on the other hand, are the

‘factors’ which are positive. ‘Those physical, social, or organizational aspects of the

job that may do any of the following: (a) be functional in achieving work goals; (b)

reduce job demands and the associated physiological and psychological costs; (c)

stimulate personal growth and development’ (Demerouti et al., 2001, p. 501);

examples are support from different levels (co-workers, supervisors or social), team

effectiveness and personal resources (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014).

In a more specific scope within the JD-R model, some variables could be seen as

moderators to decrease the negative impacts of the job demands or to increase

positive outcomes via job resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Auh, Menguc,

Spyropoulou & Wang, 2016). In a study of Chinese service employees (Auh, et al.,

2016), researchers found that customer service feedback (job resource) buffered the

positive effects of closely monitoring burnout.

Figure 1. Job demands-resources model
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According to prior meta-analysis of the JD-R model and burnout, job demands,

job resources, organisational attitudes and measures are all associated with each

dimension of burnout (exhaustion, depersonalisation, and reduced personal

accomplishment) (Alarcon,2011). Job demands such as negative work environment

affect burnout; characteristics of a negative work environment include low social

support, low reward, high workload and job insecurity (Aronsson et al., 2017). Job

resources such as autonomy, job control, supervisor and co-worker support, feedback,

opportunity for development and participation in decision making may reduce

burnout levels (Crawford, LePine & Rich, 2010).

This study focuses on the exhaustion of Chinese employees. In previous studies

with Chinese samples, most employees who had problems with well-being worked in

the service industry or other emotionally demanding industries. Others worked in

industries with negative work environments. The occupations of Chinese employees

include nurses (Wang, Liu, Zou, Hao & Wu, 2017), manufacturing workers or

managers (Huo & Boxall, 2017), secondary school teachers (Liu & Cheung, 2015),

coal miners (Li & Wang, 2009) and flight attendants (Yang, Johnson, Zhang, Spector

& Xu, 2013). Job resources (e.g. rewards, support from supervisors and co-workers,

leadership, personal resources) have been found to be positively related to work

engagement and negatively related to burnout (Law & Sun, 2014; Wang, Huang &

You, 2016; Wang et al., 2017; Huo & Boxall, 2017). Job demands such as work load,

interpersonal conflict, emotional demands and work-home conflict were related to

burnout (Yang et al., 2013; Li, Jiang, Yao & Li, 2013; Liu & Cheung, 2015).

In recent years, some studies focused on Chinese immigrant workers have found

that most Chinese immigrants worked in the informal economy sector at small and

family-owned firms, restaurants, tourist stores, laundries and clothing stores (Oliveira

Catarina Reis, 2003). Most of them experienced high work demands, long working

hours, low pay and negative working conditions, leading to burnout (Schaufeli, 2017;

Moyce & Schenker, 2018).
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We selected empirical studies mainly from recent years (Table 1) to gain insight

into the possible gap between empirical studies.

Table 1: Overview of selected empirical studies on job demands and resources as

burnout predictors.

European (6 studies), North

American(1 study), South

American (2 studies) &

Australian (1 study)

Chinese

(12 studies)

Variables

covered
Authors Authors

Work Overload √

Bakker, Demerouti & and

Verbeke (2004);

Hakanen, Seppälä &

Peeters (2017)

√
Jiang, Wang & Crawford

(2008)

Interpersonal

Conflict
√

Jaramillo, Mulki & Boles

(2011)
√

Yang, Johnson, Zhang,

Spector & Xu(2013)

Emotional

Demands
√

Bakker, Demerouti &

Verbeke (2004);

Hakanen, Seppälä &

Peeters (2017)

√
Li, Jiang, Yao & Li

(2013)

Workplace

Bullying
√

McGregor, Magee, Caputi

& Iverson (2016)
√ Li & Zhang (2010)

Time Pressure √
McGregor, Magee, Caputi

& Iverson (2016)
√ Jamal (2005)

Work-Home √
Bakker, Demerouti &

Verbeke (2004); van
√ Liu & Cheung (2015)
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Conflict Zoonen, Verhoeven &

Vliegenthart (2017)

Payment √ Aronsson et al. (2017) √

Qiao & Wilmar (2011);

Huo & Boxall (2017);

Wang, Liu, Zou, Hao &

Wu (2017)

Support

(supervisor,

co-workers)

√

Bakker, Demerouti &

Verbeke (2004);

McGregor, Magee, Caputi

& Iverson (2016)

√ Huo & Boxall (2017)

Leadership √
McGregor, Magee, Caputi

& Iverson (2016)
√

Jiang, Law & Sun,

(2014); Liu & Cheung

(2015)

Personal

Resources
√

Corso de Zúñiga,

Moreno-Jiménez,

Garrosa, Blanco-Donoso

& Carmona-Cobo (2019)

√

Wang, Huang & You

(2016)

Autonomy √
Bakker, Demerouti &

Verbeke (2004)
√

Jin, Sun, Jiang, Wang &

Wen (2018)

Qualitative Job

Insecurity
○

Callea, Lo Presti, Mauno

& Urbini (2019)
○ ○

Communication √

Kim,&Lee(2009)

van Zoonen,Verhoeven &

Vliegenthart (2017)

✘ ✘
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Note: “√” means variables have been already studied; “×” means variables have not

been studied; “○” means variables have been included in a few of the

empirical studies.

The chosen empirical studies in Table 1 are from Europe, Australia, North and

South America and China. As for the studies with non-Chinese participants, it can be

seen in the study of Bakker et al. (2004) that the three variables (workload, emotional

demands and work-home conflict) were found to have been associated with in-role

performance, leading to burnout. The job resources in Bakker’s study are autonomy,

possibilities development and social support. These resources all have an effect on

engagement and extra-role performance. A study conducted in Peru with private

school teachers found that personal resources (e.g. hardiness) mediated the

relationship between job resources and engagement and had a negative association

with burnout (Corso de Zúñiga, Moreno-Jiménez, Garrosa, Blanco-Donoso &

Carmona-Cobo, 2019). A study of Finnish dentists conducted by Hakanen, Seppälä

& Peeters (2017) found the moderating role of job crafting in affecting burnout and

also found that work overload and emotional dissonance would lead to burnout. As

for the study of working Australians conducted by McGregor, Magee, Caputi &

Iverson (2016), job demands included workplace bullying, time pressure and

work-family conflict; these variables were indirectly related to burnout with lower

job resources (leadership). Job resources such as leadership and social support were

indirectly related to work engagement. A study of employees working for various

organisations concluded that efficient communication was related to work

engagement; however, too much communication (social techniques) could trigger

work-life conflict and lead to burnout (van Zoonen, Verhoeven & Vliegenthart, 2017).

A study of Italian employees of small- and medium-sized enterprises (Callea, Lo

Presti, Mauno & Urbini, 2019) found that qualitative job insecurity could affect

well-being. Meanwhile, according to a study with employees from various

Lithuanian organizations, qualitative job insecurity had effects on job satisfaction and

organisational commitment (Urbanaviciute, Lazauskaite-Zabielske, Vander Elst,
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Bagdziuniene & De Witte, 2015). The Chinese studies and the studies from Europe,

North America, South America and Australia concerned largely the same variables.

However, only a few studies have studied the role of communication with Chinese

employees working abroad, and few studies have included qualitative job insecurity

with employees (Chinese or otherwise), especially Chinese immigrants. A study with

Chinese immigrants discussed only quantitative job insecurity (Qiao & Wilmar,

2011), not qualitative job insecurity. To sum up, there are few studies that have

combined the variables of interpersonal conflict (JD), communication (moderator)

and qualitative job insecurity (JD). In addition, few studies have covered Chinese

employees working abroad.

Interpersonal Conflict with Burnout (Exhaustion)

Interpersonal conflict is one of the job demands that makes people feel stressed

and leads to exhaustion (Beheshtifar & Zare, 2013; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014;

Schaufeli, 2017). Interpersonal conflict is defined as a process in which an individual

or a group frustrates or tries to frustrate one another to attain a goal (Beheshtifar &

Zare, 2013). Thus, in a diverse workplace, differences in behaviour, attitudes, values,

etc. may be more likely lead to interpersonal conflict (Elsayed-Elkhouly, 1996, cited

in Beheshtifar & Zare, 2013). In interpersonal conflict, people may experience

disagreements, negative emotions or interference between different individuals.

These negative consequences can contribute to severe outcomes both in individuals

(psychological and physical outcomes) or organisations (e.g., turnover intention,

absenteeism) (Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Le Blanc, Jonge & Schaufeli, 2008). If no

resolutions are undertaken to cope with interpersonal conflict, employees will

experience burnout.

Nowadays, several studies have taken a close look at interpersonal conflict and

burnout. Exhaustion is one of the major components that explains burnout. Thus, in

this study, we choose to use exhaustion to measure burnout. Some empirical studies
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about interpersonal conflict and burnout have been conducted. For instance, a study

conducted with a Dutch sample of seven secondary schools found that interpersonal

conflict had a negative effect on burnout and was the starting point for prevention of

negative outcomes (Demerouti et al., 2010). Jaramillo, Mulki and Boles (2011)

conducted a study with a South American sample of salespeople in the private

financial sector, and this study found that interpersonal conflict was helpful in

explaining job burnout (e.g. turnover intention), along with the variables of role stress

and work overload. According to another study conducted with a Chinese sample in

the aviation industry, a factor defined as interpersonal unfairness has negative

impacts on burnout in the workplace (Yang et al., 2013). Thus, we expect that

interpersonal conflict will be positively related to burnout of Chinese employees.

Therefore, we set the following hypothesis:

H1: Interpersonal conflict (JD) will have a positive association with burnout

(exhaustion).

Job Insecurity with Burnout (Exhaustion)

Job insecurity is also a chronic stressor that influences burnout and work

engagement; this influence has been observed in several studies in Europe (László et

al., 2010). Job insecurity is defined as anxiety over losing one’s job in the future (De

Witte, Vander Elst & De Cuyper, 2015). Job insecurity is based on one’s subjective

perception and understanding of the possibility of losing the job (De Witte et al.,

2015). In addition, job insecurity indicates a discrepancy between the current job and

the threat of losing the job in the future (De Witte et al., 2015). There are two types

of job insecurity: quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative job insecurity refers only

to the threat of losing one’s job (De Witte et al., 2015), whereas qualitative job

insecurity refers to the worries over losing the values and the quality of the job. In

other words, qualitative job insecurity measures the threats of losing the job’s

characteristics, such as salary, working conditions, career opportunities and support

https://www.scopus.com/authid/detail.uri?origin=resultslist&authorId=55800185700&zone=
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of supervisors and co-workers (Urbanavičiūtė, Bagdžiūnienė, Lazauskaitė-Zabielskė,

Elst & De Witte, 2015). Both types of job insecurity can have effects on

psychological and physical health over time, contributing to burnout and physical

problems (De Witte, Pienaar & De Cuyper, 2016). Employees may feel stressed and

anxious when they are concerned about possibly losing their job. If these feelings

persist, burnout will occur. Although both types of job insecurity have very important

consequences for workers’ well-being, research has largely neglected the idea of

qualitative job insecurity (De Witte et al., 2010). People will be faced with qualitative

job insecurity before they actually lose their job, thus, qualitative job insecurity

comes first to quantitative job insecurity. Qualitative job insecurity is also important

for a company to predict employees’ well-being (Callea, Lo Presti, Mauno & Urbini,

2019). Thus, we focus on the qualitative perspective of job insecurity in this study.

Some previous studies have already shown the important role of job insecurity

in predicting burnout. A study conducted with a Belgian sample in the banking sector

has shown that job insecurity (i.e. qualitative job insecurity and quantitative job

insecurity) was related to poor well-being, such as job dissatisfaction and burnout

(De Witte et al., 2010). Another study conducted with teachers in Izmir Buca District

have found that qualitative job insecurity was related to exhaustion (Çetin & Turan,

2013). A study with a Chinese sample also showed that job insecurity was negatively

associated with job satisfaction and psychological health (Cheng & Chan, 2008).

It is known that the majority of immigrant workers are exposed not only to

physical stressors but also to psychologically stressful work environments. For

instance, immigrants receive lower salaries, work longer hours and face difficult

working conditions; many of them even work in an environment that can contribute

to health problems (Moyce & Schenker, 2018). Other immigrants may also contend

with abuse and harassment (Figueiredo, et, al.,2018). Because the population of

Chinese immigrants is increasing so rapidly, most of them have little choice when

seeking employment. Chinese immigrants mostly work in restaurants, factories and

other family-owned/privately owned companies. As these sectors are more likely to
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have bad working conditions and low salary (Oliveira Catarina Reis, 2003; Moyce &

Schenker, 2018), Chinese workers who work in these sectors may experience

qualitative job insecurity, which triggers the occurrence of exhaustion in the

workplace. Therefore, we expect the second hypothesis:

H2: Qualitative job insecurity (JD) will be positively associated with burnout

(exhaustion).

Communication as a Moderator

Communication, defined as a two-way process and an exchange of meaning

(Solomon Anaeto, Olufemi Onabajo & James Osiyesi, 2012), is a major factor in the

performance of employees. Communication, as one of the job resources with various

forms, has the potential to reduce burnout, according to several empirical studies (Ter

Hoeven, van Zoonen & Fonner, 2016; Estévez-Mujica & Quintane, 2018). The better

communication is, the better impact it will have on performance. When employees

have good communication with their supervisors, co-workers or subordinates, they

may feel more satisfied at work. Meanwhile, when people have efficient and effective

communication in the workplace, they can develop more skills and work-related

knowledge, making them less anxious and stressed (Albrecht &Adelman, 1987; Kim

& Lee, 2009). All of these things can help to reduce burnout.

Previous studies about communication have also revealed its moderating role on

different predictors of burnout. For instance, a study conducted with social workers

in California argues that good supervisory communication will buffer the negative

effects of role stress on burnout. With good communication, employees have more

opportunities to transmit their feelings and opinions to their supervisors and

co-workers, leading to job satisfaction and less burnout (Kim & Lee, 2009). To

improve employees’ health, communication should facilitate cooperation between

‘lower job demands’ and ‘abundant job resources’.
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Good communication can have positive impacts on burnout in the presence of

interpersonal conflict (Adu, Muah, Sanda & Sarfo, 2015). Interpersonal conflict

occurs when there are misunderstandings, different mindsets or different alternatives

towards one specific issue; communication could offer an opportunity for workers

involved in the conflict to share information. In addition, it is a useful tool to resolve

misunderstandings between workers as much as possible, thus achieving the goal of

job satisfaction and reducing people’s stress even when they are involved in a

conflict (Goris, 2007). Therefore, especially within different culture groups, setting

an efficient communication channel is very important to engaging employees.

Efficient communication within different cultural groups and communication across

cultural boundaries are essential. Organisations should also take measures to improve

communication as much as they can to prevent their employees from experiencing

job insecurity (Callea, Urbini & Chirumbolo, 2016).

Therefore, communication buffers the negative effects of interpersonal conflict

on burnout. Thus, we set the hypothesis as below:

H3: Communication will moderate the relation between interpersonal conflict

and burnout(exhaustion). Specifically, it is expected that communication will buffer

the negative impacts of interpersonal conflict on burnout(exhaustion).

As suggested before, qualitative job insecurity is a predictor of burnout. In the

qualitative perspective of job insecurity, employees are concerned about working

conditions, especially payment, the possibility of development in the future and

support in the workplace. Once people believe or feel that they are going to lose such

job features, mental health problems are likely to occur. Continuous uncertainty

regarding working conditions contributes to burnout (Hellgren et al., 1999).

According to Bulutlar and Kamasak (2008), efficient communication can diminish

the occurrence of doubt and reduce exhaustion. When people have good

communication channels through which they can deal with the doubts and worries of

their job, work stress and exhaustion related job insecurity will be eased. Another
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empirical study among employees in the northwestern and southwestern United

States (Jiang & Probst, 2014) found that good communication buffers the negative

effects of job insecurity (qualitative job insecurity), so organisations should provide a

channel for employees to discuss their salary and working conditions when they feel

insecure. Doing so will provide people of different cultural backgrounds with mutual

understanding and help people diminish contradictions (Robertovich, Vasilyevna &

Nikolaevich, 2017); people will become less exhausted. Another study conducted by

Jorfi and Jorfi (2011) found that among group managers, effective communication is

positively related to better strategic alignment in organisations. Therefore, to some

extent, communication is a factor which can unite supervisors, employees and

organisation strategies, improving the level of alignment and making employees

more engaged (Thamhain, 1992; Qiao & Wilmar, 2011)

Thus, we expect that communication also buffers the negative effects of

qualitative job insecurity on employees’ burnout. The hypothesis is as below:

H4: Communication will moderate the relation between qualitative job insecurity

and burnout(exhaustion). Specifically, it is expected that communication will buffer

the negative impacts of qualitative job insecurity on burnout(exhaustion).

Overall Possible Contributions

Firstly, this study contributes to the literature by covering Chinese immigrants.

As we know from the studies conducted with Chinese people in Table 1, few of these

studies were focused on Chinese immigrants. Thus, we will focus on Chinese

employees who work abroad in this study. Secondly, we will try to include different

business sectors that Chinese employees work in. Studies in Table 1 have tapped into

the service industry, which includes high job demands both physical and

psychological. Various occupations include nurses, blue-collar workers, police

officers, teachers and lean production workers. However, people in other working

sectors might also be exposed to detrimental factors that cause burnout and become
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disengaged. Thirdly, we study the joint effects of communication, interpersonal

conflict and qualitative job insecurity on burnout among Chinese employees who

work abroad. Several studies have universally examined job resources such as

remuneration, top management support and leadership and job demands, including

work overload, work-family role and interpersonal unfairness. However, few studies

have combined communication, qualitative job insecurity and interpersonal conflict

with a Chinese sample. Moreover, some strategies which can possibly increase

engagement and reduce burnout level will be discussed later in the discussion section.
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Ⅲ.Methods

Participants

The sample consists of 120 Chinese employees who work abroad. The

proportion of men and women in the sample is the same: 50% of the sample is men

and 50% is women. The ages range from 20 years old to over 50 years old; the

majority are between 31–40 years old (35.8%). Thirty percent of the participants are

20–30 years old and 24.2% of the sample is 41–50 years old. Only a few of the

participants (5%) were over 50 years old. As for the education level, 41.7% of the

participants have a high school education, followed by a bachelor’s degree (20.8%)

and a technical school education (19.2%). While the participants work in different

sectors, most of them work in the hospitality sector (45.8%). Most of them (59.20%)

are clerks or services/sales workers. In terms of the ownership of the enterprises,

60.8% of the enterprises are privately owned and 29.2% of the enterprises are

family-owned.

Seventy percent of the participants have a permanent working contract. Most of

the participants have low seniority: 40.80% of them have worked less than two years,

and the other 40.80% have been with their company for two to five years. Only

7.50% of the participants have been with their company for over 10 years.
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Table 2: Sociodemographic statistics of the sample (more detailed information can be

seen in the appendix).

Variables Answers Frequency

Gender
Male 50%

Female 50%

Age

20-30 Years Old 30%

31-40 Years Old 35.80%

41-50 Years Old 24.20%

Over 50 Years Old 10%

Education Level

Below High School Education (e.g.

Primary School Education, etc.)
5.80%

High School Education 41.70%

Technical School Education* 19.20%

Bachelor’s degree 20.80%

Others 12.50%

Economic Sector

Retail, wholesale and repair 12.50%

Hospitality 45.80%

Others 41.70%

Occupation
Clerk/services and sales worker 59.20%

Others 40.80%

Ownership of Enterprise Family-owned 29.20%
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(Organisation) Privately owned 60.80%

Others 10%

Seniority

Less than 2 Years 40.80%

2–5 Years 40.80%

6–10 Years 10.80%

Over 10 Years 7.50%

Work Contract Type
Temporary 30%

Permanent 70%

Note: Technical school education is different from a bachelor’s degree (usually a

technical school education prepares people for a specific career in the future).

Procedure

This study is a quantitative correlational research. Chinese employees who work

abroad were invited to participate in this study via email or WeChat using the

convenience sampling (Sedgwick, 2013) method. The original version of this

questionnaire was in English. With the supervision of Professor Shaozhuang Ma and

Professor Sílvia Silva, the original English version was translated into Chinese.

In order to analyse the well-being of Chinese employees, we selected for the

sociodemographic characteristics that are concerned with the scope of our research.

In launching this survey, we avoided the period of official holidays (e.g. Christmas,

New Year’s, Easter, etc.) to collect the data more efficiently.

This questionnaire was distributed on the platform SurveyMonkey. In total, 120

responses were collected. All answers were completed. The data of the responses

were collected anonymously over two months and were only used in this research.
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The collected results were first analysed for reliability, mean, standard deviation

and correlations between each other. Second, control variables such as gender,

seniority and type of working contract, which may have effects on burnout, were

selected for analysis. As for testing the hypotheses, simple linear regression analysis

was conducted between the predictors (interpersonal conflict and qualitative job

insecurity) and burnout. Afterwards, the moderator of communication was inserted

into the model by first centering the variable and then running the linear regression

analysis (Field, 2009; Aiken, West & Reno, 1991). In order to identify the effects of

communication on the relation between predictors (interpersonal conflict and

qualitative job insecurity) and exhaustion, low and high communication level were

assumed separately at the end whilst running the analysis. Additionally, Process

Macro was used to confirm the moderation results and to develop the moderation

figure. All the analysis was done with the IBM SPSS Statistics software (Version 22).

Measures

Exhaustion. In order to measure exhaustion, a subscale from the Burnout

Assessment Tool (BAT) was used. BAT was developed by KU Leuven in

coordination with Schaufeli (Schaufeli, De Witte, & Desart, 2019). As explained before,

according to Maslach et al. (2001) and Cox, Tisserand & Taris, (2005), exhaustion is

the core and most common burnout symptom. Thus, we selected this subscale from

BAT. Moreover, compared with other burnout inventory surveys (for instance, MBI),

BAT has fewer limitations and is easier for participants to answer (Kristensen,

Borritz, Villadsen & Christensen, 2005). We selected one sub-scale exhaustion from

BAT, an example of which is, ‘At work, I feel mentally exhausted’. All items were

scored on a five-point scale (1=Never to 5=Always). The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89.

Communication. Communication was measured with one scale from Energy

Compass. A 3-item scale was used for measuring communication, according to the

Job Demands-Resources Questionnaire (Schaufeli, 2015; Schaufeli, 2017). An
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example item is, ‘I am sufficiently informed about the developments within my

organization’. Each item was measured on a five-point scale (1=Completely Disagree

to 5=Completely agree). The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.71.

Interpersonal Conflict. Interpersonal conflict was also measured with one scale

from Energy Compass. An example item is, ‘Do you have a personal conflict with

someone at work?’ Each item was scored on a five-format likert scale ranging from

1=Never to 5=Always. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.74.

Qualitative Job Insecurity. Qualitative job insecurity was measured on a 4-item

qualitative scale (De Witte & De Cuyper, in progress) which aims to assess the threat

of losing the valued characteristics of a job (Hellgren, Sverke & Isaksson, 1999). A

study conducted by Van den Broeck, Sulea, Elst, Fischmann, Iliescu & De Witte

(2014) and a study conducted by Urbanavičiūtė, Bagdžiūnienė, et al. (2015) used this

scale to measure qualitative job insecurity in their studies. An example of an item is,

‘I think my job will change for the worse’. All items were scored on a five-point

scale (1=Totally to 5=Totally agree). The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88.

Control variables. In this study, one should pay attention to the

sociodemographic variables that may affects exhaustion. The chosen variables were

gender (0=male, 1=female), type of working contract (1=temporary, 2=permanent)

and seniority (1=less than 2 years, 2=2–5 years, 3=6–10 years, 4=over 10 years). In

previous studies, gender, type of working contract and seniority were related to

burnout symptoms (Domínguez Alonso, López Castedo & Iglesias Vaqueiro, 2017).

However, after analysing the three control variables, we found that gender and type

of working contract were not significantly associated with exhaustion; only seniority

was significantly associated with exhaustion. Therefore, in this study, seniority was

selected for being controlled in the subsequent analysis.
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Ⅳ. Results

Means, standard deviations and correlations for all the studied variables are

shown in Table 3. One can see that qualitative job insecurity and interpersonal

conflict are both positively associated with exhaustion (r=.71, p＜ .001; r=.19, p

＜ .05). The results also show that communication is significantly and negatively

associated with exhaustion (r= -.53, p＜ .001), qualitative job insecurity (r= -.49, p

＜ .001) and interpersonal conflict (r= -.20, p＜ .05). The control variable seniority

has correlations with the other variables of communication (r=.41, p ＜ .001),

qualitative job insecurity (r= -.48, p＜ .001), interpersonal conflict (r= -.20, p＜ .05)

and exhaustion (r= -.46, p＜.001).

Table 3. Means, standard deviations and correlations between the variables (N=120).

Variable Mean Std. Dev. 1 2 3 4 5

1.Communication 3.50 ,70 -

2.Qualitative Job Insecurity 2.80 ,87 -.49*** -

3.Interpersonal Conflict 2.76 ,52 -.20* .28** -

4.Exhaustion 2.76 ,69 -.53*** .71*** .19* -

5.Seniority 1.85 ,90 .41*** -.48*** -.20* -.46*** -

Note: N=120. *p＜.05; **p＜.01; ***p<.001
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Test of Hypotheses

The hypotheses were tested using hierarchical linear regressions (Baron &Kenny,

1986; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).

Figure 2: Research model.

For testing H1 and H3, hierarchical multiple regressions were conducted, and the

control variable seniority was inserted in the model at Step 1. According to the

recommendations of Baron & Kenny(1986), Aiken, West & Reno (1991) and

Raudenbush & Bryk (2002), after transforming interpersonal conflict and

communication (moderator) into Z scores, these two variables were inserted in the

model at Step 2. Finally, to identify the interaction between communication

(moderator) and interpersonal conflict (predictor) in explaining exhaustion, their

interaction term was inserted at Step 3. Afterwards, SPSS Process macro(Hayes,2012)

designed by Preacher and his colleagues (2012) was used to confirm the moderation

results. The repetition of the analysis with the SPSS macro was done because it

covers the recommended bootstrapping methods and provides the significance of

conditional indirect effects at different values of the moderator variable. For a better

interpretation of the results, the macro was also used to create the moderation plot.

The conventional procedure was used for simple slopes estimation (see Figure 3) at

one standard deviation above and below the mean of the communication variable and

Exhaustion

Interpersonal

Conflict H1 (+)

Qualitative Job

Insecurity H2 (+)

H3 (-)/ (-)

H4 (-)/ (-)

Communication
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later Process Macro was used to confirm the results. The results are presented in the

table 4 and figure 3.

Table 4. Hierarchical multiple regression for moderator and interpersonal conflict in

predicting exhaustion.

Figure 3. Interaction effect of interpersonal conflict and communication in predicting

exhaustion.

Exhaustion

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

β t β t β t

Seniority -. 46*** -5.63 -. 29** -3.45 -. 25** -3.19

Interpersonal
Conflict .05 .60 .05 .62

Communication -. 40*** -4.81 -. 41*** -5.29

Interpersonal
Conflict and
Communication

.28*** 3.98

∆ R² .20*** .33*** .40***

Notes: *p＜0.05; **p＜0.01; ***p<.001
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According to the results, we found that interpersonal conflict is not associated

with exhaustion when controlling for seniority (β=,05, p＞.05). Thus, the result does

not support H1 in this study, meaning that interpersonal conflict is not a predictor of

exhaustion in Chinese employees who work abroad. However,

communication(moderator) is associated with exhaustion (β=-,40, p＜.001): the more

communication companies have, the less exhausted employees will be. The

interaction between interpersonal conflict and communication is significant (β=.28, p

＜.001). The results of the PROCESS Macro(Hays, 2012) also support the interaction

when controlling for the seniority (t= 3,98, p<.001). The results reveal that the slope

of the relationship between lower interpersonal conflict and lower exhaustion was

relatively strong (and positive) for individuals that perceived higher (more positive)

communication (simple slope =,71, t= 2,8379, p<.01). Furthermore, the results reveal

that the slope of the relationship between lower interpersonal conflict and lower

exhaustion was relatively strong (and positive) for individuals that perceived higher

(more positive) communication (simple slope =,71, t= 2,8379, p<.01). However,

there was an unexpected result of a positive relation between higher interpersonal

conflict and higher exhaustion when communication was also higher. This could

because, employees have more communication with colleagues and have a good

channel to communicate with organizations but at the same time, more interpersonal

conflict will increase along with communication. Moreover, once people have been

suffered from severe interpersonal conflict at work, it will be difficult to reduce

exhaustion. The results also revealed that the slope was relatively weak for

individuals perceiving lower (less positive) communication (simple slope =-,71, t

=-1,83, p=,07). Overall, the model can explain 40% of Chinese employees’

exhaustion variance (∆R²=.40; p<.001). Thus, this result supports H3, which

predicted that communication could moderate the relationship between interpersonal

conflict and exhaustion when interpersonal conflict is not significant with exhaustion.

To test H2 and H4, we also conducted hierarchical multiple regressions. At Step

1, control variable of seniority was inserted. Then, Z scores of communication and
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qualitative job insecurity were inserted in the mode at Step 2 (Aiken et al., 1991;

Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). At the end, the interaction between qualitative job

insecurity and communication was inserted in the model at Step 3. Results are shown

in Table 5.

Table 5. Hierarchical multiple regression for moderator and qualitative job insecurity

in predicting exhaustion.

Qualitative job insecurity is significantly related to exhaustion (β=,56, p＜.001).

Thus, H2 is supported. Communication is significantly associated with exhaustion as

well (β=-,20, p＜ .01), but the interaction between qualitative job insecurity and

communication is not significant in predicting exhaustion (β=-,04, p ＞ 0.05).

Therefore, H4 is not supported. The model explains approximately 54% of Chinese

employees’ exhaustion variance (∆ R²=.54; p<.001) when qualitative job insecurity is

a predictor.

Exhaustion

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

β t β t β t

Seniority -. 46*** -5.63 -. 11 -1.48 -. 11 -1.52

Qualitative Job Insecurity .56*** 7.36 .56*** 7.34

Communication -. 21** -2.89 -.20** -2.75

Qualitative Job Insecurity

and Communication
-. 04 -. 67

∆ R² .21*** .54*** .54***

Notes: *p＜0.05; **p＜0.01; ***p<.001
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To sum up, communication plays an important role in predicting exhaustion, and

it can moderate the relationship between interpersonal conflict in predicting

exhaustion once interpersonal conflict is not significant.
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Ⅴ. Discussion

Summary of Findings

This study investigates whether interpersonal conflict, qualitative job insecurity

and communication influence exhaustion. The results showed that interpersonal

conflict is not a predictor of burnout. Qualitative job insecurity has been found to be

positively related to exhaustion, but communication does not moderate the negative

effects of qualitative job insecurity in the interaction of communication and

exhaustion. However, in a two-way interaction of interpersonal conflict and

communication, communication can have a positive effects in the interaction when

interpersonal conflict is low. In addition, there is an unexpected finding that higher

interpersonal conflict is positively related to higher exhaustion with higher

communication.

In this study, we found that communication could have a positive impact on

reducing exhaustion of Chinese employees in a direct way or in a moderating way.

The results provide deeper insights on reducing Chinese immigrants’ burnout. A

large proportion of Chinese people work abroad, and most of them work in a small-

or medium-sized company (Oliveira Catarina Reis, 2003); for instance, in this study,

some participants work at a privately or family-owned company. The working

conditions need to be improved as well (Moyce & Schenker, 2018). Chinese

immigrants are vulnerable as they may have bad working conditions and they may

lack communication channels. However, communication is one of the job resources

that can have positive impacts on exhaustion. As Sharma & Bhatnagar (2017) pointed

out, if there is open communication in a workplace, employees will be more engaged

and the team climate will be more favourable, even if employees are under time

pressure. Based on the observations in this study, communication can help to reduce

the exhaustion level of Chinese workers. This result is in line with the previous

studies which discovered that communication was negatively related to exhaustion

(e.g. Ter Hoeven et al., 2016; Estévez-Mujica & Quintane, 2018). We also found that

communication is a resource that employees can use to reduce exhaustion. While
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interpersonal conflict did not predict exhaustion, communication can buffer the

negative impacts of interpersonal conflict and help explain exhaustion. These results

partly align with previous studies that have argued that communication can buffer the

negative impacts of interpersonal conflict on burnout (e.g. Adu et al., 2015).

However, in our study, communication only buffers the negative impacts of

interpersonal conflict on burnout when interpersonal conflict is low. However, its

role in affecting qualitative job insecurity and exhaustion is not obvious, so the

results cannot provide support for the hypothesis because employees may feel

exhaustion once they have found out that they are losing their job features and

employers may not find themselves responsible for bad working conditions, salary

and so on. In sum, these findings have provided us with more knowledge concerning

the impacts of communication on employees’ burnout.

According to this study, we have also found that seniority is related to

employees’ exhaustion. Generally, seniority is negatively associated with exhaustion

level. This means that people are less exhausted when they have higher seniority in

the workplace. While this finding cannot be completely applied to all situations,

seniority was found to be related to Chinese employees’ exhaustion in this study

when we tested the relationship between communication, interpersonal conflict and

exhaustion.

Qualitative job insecurity is one type of job insecurity, which is defined as

threats of losing one’s job values and quality. Besides quantitative job insecurity

solely focusing on real job loss (such as issues concerning employment and

unemployment) (De Witte et al., 2015), qualitative job insecurity focuses on the job

values and quality of one’s job character, including getting support from supervisors

and co-workers, salary or working conditions in the workplace (Urbanavičiūtė et al.,

2015). As immigrants are in an unstable situation (Moyce & Schenker, 2018),

companies themselves sometimes make many changes regarding the working

conditions or salary. Employees are likely to experience long working hours, lower

pay and bad working environments. Employees can be easily exposed to qualitative



Predictors of exhaustion in Chinese employees

32

job insecurity. Employees will become stressed, leading to exhaustion (Hellgren,

Sverke & Isaksson, 1999) once they perceive that they have lost good working

conditions or become worried about their current working conditions (Urbanavičiūtė

et al., 2015). This study aims to discover the impacts of qualitative job insecurity on

exhaustion, and the results show that qualitative job insecurity has negative impacts

on exhaustion among Chinese employees. As some previous studies with Chinese

samples have only investigated the negative impacts of qualitative job insecurity on

predicting employees’ exhaustion, this study contributes in finding the impacts of

qualitative job insecurity on exhaustion.

Additionally, communication did not act in a moderating role towards

qualitative job insecurity in this study. This means that when Chinese workers

receive lower salaries or experience worsening working conditions, they will feel

exhausted even if they have an efficient communication channel at work.

Theoretical Contributions

First of all, we made efforts to find the impacts of interpersonal conflict and the

other predictor of qualitative job insecurity on exhaustion. In this study, interpersonal

conflict was found to be unrelated to exhaustion; in other words, it was not a

predictor of exhaustion. Thus, the results did not match our expectations that

employees would be exhausted when they experienced interpersonal conflict in the

workplace. Moreover, these results are not in line with the previous studies showing

that interpersonal conflict was related to exhaustion (e.g. Jaramillo et al., 2011;

Beheshtifar & Zare, 2013; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014).Therefore, we cannot say that

interpersonal conflict is positively associated with exhaustion based on our study.

As for testing the impacts of qualitative job insecurity on predicting exhaustion,

we found that qualitative job insecurity was strongly related with exhaustion. For

people who continuously have qualitative job insecurity, exhaustion will occur; this

is the first contribution we made in this study. Qualitative job insecurity is confirmed
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to be a predictor of employees’ exhaustion. These findings are also in line with other

previous studies which confirmed that qualitative job insecurity can influence

employees’ well-being and is positively related to burnout (e.g. Cheng & Chan, 2008;

De Witte et al., 2010; Çetin & Turan, 2013). Thus, based on our study, qualitative job

insecurity is specifically related to employees’ exhaustion.

Additionally, besides analysing the impacts of the two predictors mentioned

above (e.g. interpersonal conflict and qualitative job insecurity), we have also

examined the variable of communication with regard to its moderating role on

exhaustion.

The role of communication in predicting exhaustion has already been examined

by some previous studies (e.g. Albrecht & Adelman, 1987; Kim & Lee, 2009; Ter

Hoeven et al., 2016). Some of these studies have found that communication could

moderate negative impacts of job demands (e.g. interpersonal conflict, role stress)

and could have positive impacts on exhaustion (e.g. Kim & Lee, 2009; Adu et al.,

2015). However, few studies have examined the impacts of communication on

exhaustion among Chinese employees who work abroad. Based on the results of our

study, we have found that communication could buffer the negative impact of

interpersonal conflict on exhaustion, but only when interpersonal conflict is not a

predictor of exhaustion. There is not a significant association between qualitative job

insecurity and exhaustion, and communication can function as one of the job

resources capable of reducing exhaustion.

In sum, qualitative job insecurity can still be added to the framework which is

negatively related to Chinese employees’ exhaustion. When employees are under the

perception of having qualitative job insecurity, they can experience exhaustion.

Additionally, we can contribute knowledge about the role of the variable of

communication to the literature: communication can moderate the negative impact of

interpersonal conflict and help to reduce exhaustion among Chinese employees.
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Practical Implications

Some practical implications about qualitative job insecurity and communication

should be noted. First, the objective of this study was to discover the influence of two

predictors (interpersonal conflict and qualitative job insecurity) on employees’

exhaustion. Eventually, we found that only qualitative job insecurity could have a

negative impact on exhaustion. Qualitative job insecurity can lead to negative

consequences for both individuals and organisations. It can also lead to job

dissatisfaction and burnout for individuals and turnover intention for organisations

(Çetin & Turan, 2013). Therefore, to reduce burnout in employees, qualitative job

insecurity must be taken into consideration. Organizations could have career planning

management for employees once they might feel insecure about the working

conditions or other characteristics of the job in the future. Additionally, organisations

could also facilitate discussions between different groups and employees so that

employees can discuss their anxiety and job expectations with their employers when

employees worry about their job. To avoid exhaustion due to qualitative job

insecurity, medication assurance and other professional support for employees’

mental health should be implemented as well (Çetin & Turan, 2013).

Communication is the most obvious factor capable of reducing employees’

exhaustion level, so it should be encouraged. As the entire immigrant environment is

difficult to change, raising the awareness of employers becomes the top priority.

Most Chinese workers work in private or family-owned businesses, and the features

of these kinds of businesses are more personal. Generally, the behaviour and

language of employers is directly related to employees’ exhaustion (Jiang, Law &

Sun, 2014; Hoert, Herd & Hambrick, 2018). Thus, in order to reduce or avoid

employees’ burnout, employers should take their own behaviours into consideration.

For instance, employers should facilitate communication between employees and

employers and provide sufficient support to employees, including appropriate

training at work and wellness training. Also, because it is the employees themselves

who absorb information from outside and from internal communication between
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employers and co-workers that matters, the openness and effectiveness of

communication channels are very important within an organisation. Thus, employers

and organisations should take measures for adopting the use of communication

technology. These technologies include internal networks, smart phones and laptops.

Ter Hoeven et al. (2016) confirmed that effectiveness and accessibility of CTU

(communication technology use) can reduce employees’ burnout and make

communication more efficient and flexible. Finally, employees should be self-aware

and make an effort to improve their own communication skills (Cronin, 1990) so they

can better maintain a positive mood in the workplace.

Limitations and Future Research

There are some limitations in this study. First, this study is a cross-sectional

study conducted at a point of time, so it cannot test the causal relations between the

predictors, the moderator and burnout (Machin & Campbell, 2005). In order to

explore the causal relationship between the predictors, the moderator and exhaustion,

a longitudinal study should be conducted.

Second, the data collected via the questionnaires are self-reported and thus

subject to the bias of social desirability (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee & Podsakoff,

2003), meaning that participants may have given answers in line with the

expectations of society. Prior to filling out the questionnaire, we informed the

participants of their confidentiality and anonymity. Thus, in future studies,

researchers should always make certain that all answers will be confidential and

anonymous. Additionally, more objective data should be used.

Third, according to the same scales format (Likert scales) for measuring

different variables, participants may have given the same answers for some of the

variables (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Thus, to avoid this kind of deficiency in the future,

different scale formats should be used for the variables.
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Fourth, this study concerns only Chinese employees who work abroad, and the

variables in our questionnaire are more related to people belonging to this group (e.g.

company’s year of establishment, ownership of the company and type of working

contract). Thus, the findings of this study may not be applicable to other groups.
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Ⅵ. Conclusions

In this study, the scope of our research is focused on finding possible predictors

and moderators which can have impacts on reducing employees’ exhaustion. In sum,

in the current context of Chinese immigrants, communication was found to be the

most influential variable to predict Chinese employees’ exhaustion. In addition,

qualitative job insecurity as a predictor helps explain employees’ exhaustion to some

extent.

Among Chinese employees, effective and efficient communication can help

reduce exhaustion and lead to job satisfaction (Kim & Lee, 2009). Thus, it benefits

both individuals and organisations.

On the other hand, qualitative job insecurity can have negative effects on

exhaustion if employees feel they are continuously losing job features; however,

people with high seniority may not be affected that much.

Therefore, individuals and organisations should take communication and

qualitative job insecurity into consideration both in daily life and in the workplace.

More research should be done specifically focusing immigrant workers, from

different nationalities, once these are particularly vulnerable workers.
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Annexes

Annex 1. Predictors of burnout

Predictors of Burnout Empirical Studies Empirical Studies

Variables (job demands-) All Samples Chinese Sample

Work Overload
Bakker, Demerouti & Verbeke
(2004); Hakanen, Seppälä &
Peeters (2017)

Jiang, Wang & Crawford
(2008)

Interpersonal Unfairness
Jaramillo, Mulki & Boles
(2011)

Yang, Johnson, Zhang,
Spector & Xu (2013)

Emotional Demands
Bakker, Demerouti & Verbeke
(2004); Hakanen, Seppälä &
Peeters (2017)

Li, Jiang, Yao & Li
(2013)

Workplace Bullying
McGregor, Magee, Caputi &
Iverson (2016)

Li & Zhang(2010)

Time Pressure
McGregor, Magee, Caputi &
Iverson (2016)

Jamal (2005)

Work-Home Conflict

Bakker, Demerouti & Verbeke
(2004); van
Zoonen,Verhoeven &
Vliegenthart (2017)

Liu & Cheung (2015)

Variables (job resources+)

Payment Aronsson et al. (2017)

Qiao & Wilmar (2011);
Huo & Boxall (2017);
Wang, Liu, Zou, Hao &
Wu (2017)

Support (from supervisors,
co-workers)

Bakker, Demerouti & Verbeke
(2004); McGregor, Magee,
Caputi & Iverson (2016)

Huo & Boxall (2017)

Leadership
McGregor, Magee, Caputi &
Iverson (2016)

Jiang, Law & Sun,
(2014); Liu & Cheung
(2015)

Personal Resources Corso de Zúñiga,
Moreno-Jiménez, Garrosa,

Wang, Huang & You



Predictors of exhaustion in Chinese employees

53

Blanco-Donoso &
Carmona-Cobo (2019)

(2016)

Autonomy
Bakker, Demerouti & Verbeke
(2004)

Jin, Sun, Jiang, Wang &
Wen (2018)

Qualitative Job Insecurity
Callea, Lo Presti, Mauno &
Urbini (2019)

○

Communication

Kim,&Lee(2009)

van Zoonen, Verhoeven &

Vliegenthart (2017)

✘

Note: ‘×’ means variables have not been studied; ‘○’ means variables have been
included in a few of the empirical studies.

Annex 2. Sociodemographic statistics of the sample

Variables Answer Frequency

Gender
Male 50%

Female 50%

Age

20–30 Years Old 30%

31–40 Years Old 35.80%

41–50 Years Old 24.20%

Over 50 Years Old 10%

Education level

Below High School Education (e.g. Primary
School Education, etc.)

5.80%

High School Education (12 years) 41.70%

Technical School Education* 19.20%

Bachelor’s Degree 20.80%

Master’s Degree 7.50%
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Doctorate Degree 5%

Economic Sector

Manufacturing 3.30%

Construction 4.20%

Retail, wholesale and repair 12.50%

Hospitality 45.80%

Banking, real estate and financial services 2.50%

Transportation, storage and distribution 11.70%

Commercial services 8.30%

Education 9.20%

Healthcare, social services and law
enforcement

1.70%

Arts, entertainment, recreation and sports 0.80%

Occupation

Elementary Occupation 13.30%

Craft or trades worker 3.30%

Clerk/services and sales worker 59.20%

Technician 6.70%

Professional 7.50%

Manager 10%

Ownership of
Enterprise
(Organisation)

Family-owned 29.20%

Privately owned 60.80%

Government-owned 6.70%

Foreign capital enterprise 3.30%

Seniority

Less Than 2 Years 40.80%

2–5 Years 40.80%

6–10 Years 10.80%

Over 10 Years 7.50%
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Work Contract
Type

Temporary 30%

Permanent 70%

Note: *Technical school education is different from a Bachelor’s degree
education; a technical school education usually prepares people for a specific
career in the future.


