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Abstract

Since the transformation of higher educational system, university teachers are confronting
lots of challenges and stress at workplace. Previous studies have explored job demands and
job resources played a significant role in explaining exhaustion of employees. In this study,
172 Chinese university teachers participated in the questionnaire survey. This cross-sectional
study aimed to analyze how autonomy, status conflict, and techno-complexity could impact
emotional exhaustion according to the JD-R model and how self-efficacy, as a moderator,
could moderate these relationships. Results showed that autonomy negatively related to
exhaustion, however, status conflict and techno-complexity were positively associated with
exhaustion. The results revealed that the interaction of autonomy and higher-level
self-efficacy was significant in predicting exhaustion. Additionally, the interaction of lower
self-efficacy and status conflict was significant in predicting exhaustion. Furthermore, the
interaction between techno-complexity and both levels of self-efficacy were statistically
significant in predicting exhaustion. These results revealed that higher level of status conflict
and higher level of techno-complexity were associated with exhaustion when self-efficacy
was low.

The practical implications of the results, limitation, and some suggestions for future

research are presented at the end of the study.

Keywords: exhaustion, autonomy, status conflict, techno-complexity, self-efficacy
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Resumo

Com a transformacgao do sistema de ensino superior, os professores universitarios estao
enfrentando muitos desafios e estresse no local de trabalho. Estudos anteriores concluiram que
as exigéncias e recursos do trabalho desempenham um papel importante na explicacdo da
exaustdo nos trabalhadores. Neste estudo, 172 professores universitarios chineses
participaram através da resposta a um questionario. Este estudo transversal teve como
objetivo analisar como a autonomia, o conflito de estatuto e a complexidade tecnologica
podem ter impacto na exaustdo emocional utilizando o modelo JD-R e verificar de que modo
a autoeficacia pode moderar estas relagdes. Os resultados mostraram que a autonomia estava
negativamente associada a exaustdo, porém, o conflito de estatuto e a complexidade
tecnologica estavam positivamente relacionadas com a exaustdo. Os resultados revelaram
também um impacto significativo da interacdo entre autonomia e a autoeficacia elevada na
exaustdo. Adicionalmente, a interagdo entre a autoeficacia baixa e o conflito de estatuto foi
significativa na previsdo de exaustdo. Além disso, a interacdo entre a complexidade
tecnologica e os dois niveis de autoeficacia foram estatisticamente significativos na previsao
da exaustdo. Estes resultados revelaram que niveis mais elevados de conflito de estatuto e de
complexidade tecnologica estavam associados a exaustao quando a autoeficacia era baixa.

No final do estudo apresentam-se as implicagdes praticas dos resultados, as limitagdes e

algumas sugestdes para pesquisas futuras.

Palavras-chave: exaustdo, autonomia, conflito de estatuto, complexidade tecnolégica,

autoeficacia

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

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

Higher education is the base stone for the development and advancement of the society. As
relevant participants of this process, university teachers are expected to create more valuable
knowledge and cultivate talents who can contribute significant and effective inputs for our
society (Danish et al, 2019). One way to achieve these goals is that academics need to
produce creative ideas and perform them effectively (Roeser, Skinner, Beers & Jennings,
2012). Additionally, high demanding and critical requirements of teaching lead to an increase
of occupational stress to university teachers (Portoghese et al., 2017). In the context of
continuous changes, university teachers are facing a series of problems such as the
deterioration of the employment environment, the increasing trend of bureaucracy, and the
regression of work autonomy, causing university teachers to be under great pressure (Altbach,
2000). Hence, faculty members make complaints about the stress of their work, such as
unmanageable workload, lack of collaboration, budgetary inadequacy, poor laboratory
equipment and corruption (Kyriacou, 2001; Tilak, 2006; Singh, 2008).

A relevant case of this study is China since it is in a period of rapid development of higher
education. The expansion and popularization of higher education contribute to China’s
education system shifting from elite-oriented to public-oriented (Liu, 2013) and from quantity
expansion to quality enhancement (Yin & Ke, 2017). Many Chinese universities stipulate that
academic must have a doctorate degree to achieve senior positions, which is a usual
evaluation standard to achieve senior positions in universities of more developed countries,
but in China this process has happened with more fast velocity. On the other hand, in contrast
with primary and secondary school teachers, university teachers undertake academic tasks and
research duties besides teaching workload and remuneration is largely associated with
academic achievements. The requirements force academics to continuously apply research
projects and peer-review international papers, which increases the work pressure extensively.
Additionally, faculty members also need to deal with complicated activities in their daily
work, such as improper arrangement by leaders, competition among colleagues, and
disagreement with students. All these impacts of work pressure permeate all aspects which
obviously damage academics’ well-being and stimulate exhaustion (Han, Yin, Wnag & Zhang,

2019). Consequently, those pressures reach a level more than individuals can bear, then job



burnout can occur (Roeser et al., 2013).

Burnout is regarded as a result of long-term occupational stress, particularly among the
service personal, although the reasons may differ, most of the university teachers may
experience burnout in their work (Jennett, Harris & Mesibov, 2003). There are three
dimensions in burnout: exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced personal accomplishment
(Maslach, 1998, p. 69). Emotional exhaustion is defined as the feelings of being depleted of
energy and exhausted at work and is regarded as the main composition of burnout (Schaufeli,
Leiter, Maslach & Jackson, 1996). Considering this, in our study, we concentrate on the
exhaustion component of burnout to illustrate worker’s experience of strain.

The impact of exhaustion on workers can lead to health-related impairments, such as
severe distress, depression, and anxiety (Milczarek, Schneider & Eusebio, 2009), and it can
later cause several outcomes for individuals and organisations. For individuals, emotional
exhaustion can lead to sleep disturbance, memory impairment, mental dissonance, and
deficiencies in the professional performance (Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001). From the
perspective of organisational level, it is also related to a diminished performance, absenteeism
and high turnover rates (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Leiter, Harvie & Frizzell, 1998).

Job Demand-Resource model (JD-R) is the most accepted theory in the study of job
burnout. According to previous studies (Demerout, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001),
the job characteristics related to burnout could be divided into two categories: job demands
(such as role conflict and interpersonal conflict) and job resources (such as autonomy and
communication). Job demands have been identified as the main cause of burnout which led to
poor health and negative organisational outcomes, while job resources are the main driver of
engagement, which result in well-being and positive organisational outcomes (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al. 2001).

One important job resource that renders exhaustion is autonomy. Work autonomy
involves employees' freedom, flexibility, and independence (Liu & Yang, 2017). Work
autonomy is defined as the degree to which employees can freely arrange work plans, make
decisions, and choose methods in the process of completing assigned work tasks (Cordery,
Morrison & Wright, 2010; Spiegelaere et al., 2014)). Burisch (1993) pointed that lack of

autonomy is a pivotal factor causing exhaustion. However, substantial autonomy at work may
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cause employees to feel vague about work goals and boundaries and have a sense of
"blindness" in their work which consumes too many resources and lead to job burnout (Hu &
Shen, 2014).

Status conflict, as a kind of job demands, is an unavoidable phenomenon of interaction in
the organisation, and it has always received high attention. Amason & Sapienza (1997) divide
conflicts into two major categories: work-related conflicts and affective conflicts; affective
conflicts consist of role conflict and status conflict and they are related with each other.
Rustichini’s (2008) research revealed that when the competition is regarded as a signal of
employees’ work performance and their social status, they will exert best efforts to promote
their status. Status conflict is produced in the competitive process of keeping the positions and
promotions (Bendersky & Hays, 2012). Halevy, Chou & Galinsky (2011) found that status
means the control of organisational resources and social respect, which motivates individuals
to compete for a higher position and strive to achieve it. Additionally, status conflict weakens
employees' withdrawal behaviour because employees’ self-protection and Chinese mentality
is based on traditional Confucianism (which is characterized by humaneness, righteousness,
courtesy, wisdom, and faith) (Zhou & Zhao, 2017). Considering all these reasons, the
meaning to explore how status conflict affects exhaustion in organisations is vital.

After the outbreak of covid-19, most universities decide to take courses online which
accentuates university teachers’ techno-stress as faculty members are not so proficient in
technological facilities. The concept of techno-stress was first introduced by Brod (1984, p.
553), who defined it as "a modern disease of adaptation caused by an inability to cope with
new computer technologies healthily", which is characterized by techno-overload,
techno-invasion, techno-insecurity, techno-uncertainty, and techno-complexity (Tarafdar et al.,
2007). University teachers are negatively affected by increasingly upgraded technology since
they are overwhelmed in the complicated technological facilities for a long term.
Techno-stress has become a serious problem since people frequently feel frustrated and
distressed in their struggle to adapt to advancing and complex technologies (Wang, Shu & Tu,
2008). Techno-complexity is related to the inability to learn or deal with the complexity of
new technology in a cross-sectional study from the previous research about the impact of

technostress on role stress and productivity (Tarafdar et al., 2007). University faculty
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members need to develop skills adapt to the technology change when confront continuous and
increasing techno-complexity, which lead them to face stressful situations and experience
exhaustion. (Stephen & Timothy, 2007; Geetha Nema et al. 2010).

On the other hand, as an essential mechanism of self-regulation, self-efficacy is a kind of
personal resource that is linked to resiliency and individuals’ sense of controlling (Hobfoll,
Johnson, Ennis & Jackson, 2003). Furthermore, self-efficacy is a self-evaluation that can
predict work engagement and exhaustion (Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti & Schaufeli
2007). Moreover, Skaalvik & Skaalvik (2007) regarded university teachers' self-efficacy as
their abilities to plan, organise and conduct activities to achieve given educational goals, for
example, expectation of engaging students in grasping knowledge, or illustrating a formidable
task to make even low-achieving students understand it. Federici & Skaalvik (2012) found
that university teachers’ self-efficacy was negatively related to emotional exhaustion.
Employees with high self-efficacy put in more efforts and are more likely to stick to
overcome obstacles or negative experiences; in contrast, employees with low self-efficacy
tend to give up, believing that these difficulties only prove that they are incompetent for the
job (Kreitner & Kinicki, 2004). Self-efficacy is a contributor that makes people different from
others in terms of cognitive and motivational functions, which impacts individuals' behaviour
in organisations (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008) and can improve employees' mental health and
is positively related with stress. Makara-Studzinska, Golonka & Izydorczyk (2019) explored
the moderator impact of self-efficacy between stress and burnout in firefighters and indicated
that the interaction of higher level of self-efficacy and stress is significant with burnout.

Based on all these factors, this study contributes to clarifying the relationship between the
predictors (autonomy, status conflict, techno-complexity) of exhaustion which is lacking in
Chinese university teachers according to the J-DR model. Furthermore, we aim to explore the
moderating effect of self-efficacy in predicting academics' exhaustion in this thesis. Through
this study, we could improve the work environment to maintain academics’ well-being and

make them work efficiently and effectively.
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1. Literature review

Overview of Exhaustion

Exhaustion is considered as the main and significant symptom of burnout (Maslach et al.,
2001); it is related two dimensions: emotional depletion and physical fatigue (Bianchi,
Schonfeld & Laurent, 2015). Accordingly, Maslach et al. (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001)
demonstrated that when employees feel burnout, they are encountering signs of emotional
exhaustion. Although teaching has been reckoned as a stressful profession (Chaplain, 2008),
university teachers are exposed higher level of stress compared with elementary and middle
school teachers since they should concentrate on both teaching and academic research
(Houston, Meyer & Paewai, 2006; Lai et al., 2014). Research based on the JD-R model to
predict primary and secondary school teachers’ exhaustion has increased, showing the model
applicability in school settings (e.g., Bermejo-Toro, Prieto-Ursua & Hernandez, 2016;
Hakanen, Bakker & Schaufeli, 2006; Yin, Huang & Wang, 2016).

Schwarzer et al. (2000) described that exhaustion characteristics contained fatigue,
debilitation, loss of energy, and tiredness. On the other hand, Taris et al. (2004) reported that
the inequity experienced by teachers in three relationships (with students, colleagues, and
schools) is associated with teachers’ burnout, especially in terms of emotional exhaustion.
According to Leiter & Maslach (2005), exhaustion could weak workers’ initiative, then
progressively limit their competence for demanding jobs. Additionally, Vardi indicated that
university teachers face the increasing stress because of high demands of academic teaching,
research duties and administration (Vardi, 2009). Similarly, a study of primary and secondary
teachers in Hong Kong revealed that emotional exhaustion predicted teachers' intentions of
leaving the profession (Leung & Lee, 2006). The symptoms associated to are various, e.g.,
they often feel mentally and emotionally exhausted when dealing with students’ misbehaviour
which reduces teaching quality and school performance (Chang & Davis, 2009).

Specifically, university teachers from different countries would have diverse stressors and
influence factors since they have distinct cultural traditions (e.g., life behaviour, adaptation to
new standards of life), policies (e.g., government regulations versus autonomy, educational

system), and economic conditions (e.g., personal wealth, average salary). For example, in



China, the increasing expansion of higher education has widely led to some problems, such as
deteriorating teaching conditions and a decrease of teaching quality (Yin, Lu & Wang, 2014).
Additionally, Chinese university teachers have suffered from not only the teaching workload
but also the transformation of pedagogy and teaching practices owing to the education system
transformed from teacher-centered approach to student-centered approach (Han, Yin, Wang &
Zhang, 2019). Teaching and research conflict, both in China and western countries, causes
tension among university teachers (Kinchin & Hay, 2007; Lai, Du & Li, 2014). Previous
studies have indicated that faculty members confront extremely stress from work as
consequence of different reasons, such as getting research projects and high level’s role
conflict between academic research and teaching (Winefield et al., 2003; Winefield, Boyd,
Saebel & Pignata, 2008). Maslach (2001) stated that western European teachers appear to
have lower level of exhaustion, while eastern European and Asian teachers have significantly
higher level of exhaustion. Based on these different sources, it is possible to conclude that

university teachers confront distinctive challenges and exhaustion levels.

Autonomy and Exhaustion

Autonomy is one of the job resources that helps to reduce exhaustion syndrome (Ahuja et al.,
2002). Some university teachers have dilemma about the contents and methods of their
teaching; consequently, they do not have enough control and autonomy about their work.
Spiegelaere et al. (2014) proposed that work autonomy is a significant indicator to weigh
work characteristics as well as the autonomous power for employees to dispose tasks
independently and distribute their work flexibly. On the other hand, Luo (2016) suggested that
with work autonomy, individuals can plan, monitor, provide feedback, and evaluate work
under internal drive. The JDR model, mentioned in Introduction, reveals that autonomy as the
psychological motivation process have an impact on employees' job burnout. Ahuja, Chudoba,
George, Kacmar & Mcknight (2002) found that work autonomy is negatively correlated with
emotional exhaustion when studying whether work autonomy as a predictor and emotional
exhaustion as a mediator to influence resignation intention. Fernet, Austin, Trépanier &
Dussault (2013) also revealed that autonomy as a psychological resource could obstruct job

burnout.
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Moreover, it can also be considered that individuals with lower work autonomy will have
a higher level of emotional exhaustion. In the research of commercial bank employees'
burnout, Fan (2011) revealed that job autonomy had a significant negative effect on emotional
exhaustion, that is, low job autonomy would lead to higher exhaustion. Additionally, doctors
whose independent work requirements are met are less likely to suffer from exhaustion (Liu,
Ji & Wang, 2012). However, some research results are inconsistent with former research
conclusion. Kim (2008) proposed that the job autonomy of social service workers does not
have a significant effect on exhaustion, but the interaction between work autonomy and role
pressure can significantly predict exhaustion. These results suggest that autonomy could be a
moderator to predict exhaustion.

From the previous research about university teachers, work autonomy plays a significant
role in teachers’ motivation as well as the experience of stress and burnout (Pearson &
Moomaw, 2006). Furthermore, research also showed that the autonomy of elementary and
middle school teachers was negatively but slightly associated with emotional exhaustion
(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010). In our knowledge, there is rare studies (Pearson & Moomaw,
2006; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010) about the relationship between autonomy and exhaustion of
university teachers and we suppose that university teachers’ autonomy, as a kind of motivation
process, has a direct impact on emotional exhaustion. Based on this theoretical rationale and
the available empirical evidence, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Autonomy is negatively related to exhaustion.

Status Conflict and Exhaustion

Another predictor of exhaustion is status conflict. From previous scholars, role conflict,
work-family conflict is known as stress factors (Addae, Parbooteah & Velinor, 2008).
Bendersky & Hays (2012) made a clear distinction between status conflict and other types of
conflicts, and formally proposed the concept of status conflict as caused by the relative
position change on the social hierarchy. Additionally, it is regarded as attempts to defend or
elevate one's relative status (i.e., prominence or respect) which is a key group process that
affects team performance (Anderson et al., 2006; Ridgeway & Correll, 2006). Therefore, the

status conflict has a long-term nature, involving more members, will lead to more competitive



behaviour. It exists with the social hierarchy of the organisation and has the following
characteristics: (1) Long-term impact (the dominance and compliance model established in
status conflict will continue, making it with a longer impact than other types of conflict); (2)
zero-sum (status is a fixed social resource, which makes status conflict has a zero-sum
characteristic, which means that improving one's status in a team will inevitably reduce the
status of others) (Bendersky & Hays, 2012).

At present, status conflict is still in the exploratory stage and most studies take it as an
independent variable and focus on its impact on team effectiveness. For example, Bendersky
& Hays (2012) found that status conflict can negatively affect team effectiveness by
disrupting information sharing process, being harmful to team performance. On the other side,
Chang (2018) proposed that it contributes to team creativity through its impact on intrinsic
motivation. Furthermore, people engage in status conflict to gain or maintain their status
position regardless of the quality of their interpersonal relationship with the other members of
the team (Sutton & Hargadon 1996; Glynn, 2000).

Status conflict as a kind of affective conflict can produce suspicion, distrust, and hostility
among the team (Amason & Sapienza, 1997). Previous studies have revealed that role conflict,
a kind of job demands, has a direct influence on burnout, particularly on emotional exhaustion
(Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004; Crawford, LePine & Rich, 2010). Interpersonal conflicts
increase largely when a discrepancy is perceived between expectations and the achievement
because of the status conflict and power ambiguity (Beehr & Glazer, 2005).

Additionally, owing to lower social and economic status, individuals are subject to more
numerous and severe stressors compared with the higher status counterparts (Pearlin, 1999;
Thoits, 2010; Pearlin & Bierman, 2013). Furthermore, similar situation has been discerned at
workplace, employees with lower occupational status are exposed to more arduous workload
in comparison with those of higher status (Karasek, 1979; Karasek & Theorell, 1990). Recent
studies about the “stress of higher status” revealed that staffs with higher status are widely
insulated from workplace stress but are easily vulnerable to some chronic stressors because of
lack of job-related resources (Schieman et al., 2006; Schieman & Reid, 2009; Damaske et al.,
2016). Shah, Ali & Khan (2012) pointed that the Pakistani teachers are always disappointed

with their status. Another research illustrated that university teachers with high-quality skills
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but inappropriate status could undertake the risk of work stress and wreck their efforts to
exchange information and reach a consensus on controversial issue (Danish et al., 2019).
Obviously, these studies provided vital insights for understanding how status conflict elicits
job stress and burnout. Although most of the present research was designed to study the
association between status conflict and exhaustion among general employees, we may also
expect to have a similar influence on university teachers and it could serve as a reflection to
understand the situation on university teachers. Therefore, we set the following hypothesis:

H2: Status conflict positively predicts employees’ exhaustion.

Techno-complexity and Exhaustion

The other relevant stressor that we would like to discuss is techno-complexity. As before
mentioned there are five key techno-stress in organisations (techno-overload, techno-invasion,
techno-insecurity, techno-uncertainty, and techno-complexity). Techno-stress is a
phenomenon when exploring how and why information and computer technologies (ICTs)
lead to various demands on employees (Tarafdar et al., 2017, p. 2). ICTs enable teachers to
work conveniently and upgrade teaching approach flexibly (Jena, 2015; Qi, 2019) but also
show challenges to teachers’ well-being and job performance (Ayyagari et al., 2011).
Techno-stress is the in-adaptability of psychological and physiological changes incurred by
modern ICTs (Maier et al., 2015).

The practice of distance teaching, away from the conventional classroom teaching, has
become a ubiquitous and fast-changing phenomenon (Eurofound and the International Labour
Office, 2017). However, it also exerts stress on university teachers who are not
technology-savvy. Employees with less technical skills do feel anxious and stressed than those
with more competence when dealing with techno-complexity issues (Tu, Wang & Shu, 2005).
Employees feel stressed and develop an aversion to using the new application which in turn
exposes them to pressure and makes them exhausted as result of a complicated system (e.g.,
new innovation associated with online meetings and courses) (Bradley, 2000; Tarafdar et al.,
2010). Roman, Christian & Bettina (2013) pointed out that the pressure of information
technology can cause fatigue and depression in the body. The empirical analysis of 306

employees’ survey indicated that information technology pressure could increase job burnout



(Maier, 2015). The continuity of techno-stress can cause burnout symptoms as exhaustion and
fatigue (Salanova et al., 2014; Korunka & Vartiainen, 2017, p. 110).

University teachers have typically two activities: research and teaching. Majumder (2015)
mentioned that people consider academic research is a comfortable and stress-free activity,
while the research findings revealed that university teachers with research duties are
overwhelmed with high job stress and exhaustion. Many university teachers are subject to
expectation of grasping complicated software systems efficiently to adapt to ever-demanding
requirements for teaching, which rendered technological exhaustion and fear (Sami &
Pangannian, 2006). ICTs provide facilities and pedagogical tool in education; however,
university teachers are exposed to techno-stress when integrating new digital technologies
(Lei & Zhao, 2007; Lei, 2010). However, the direct linkage between techno-complexity and
exhaustion is rare and unclear (Berg-Beckhoff et al., 2018). Furthermore, information
technology (IT) languages are changing dramatically and are introduced to the workplace
frequently, an