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Abstract
As the Chinese economy moves toward a market-based model, employees are likely
to face more emotional demands and exhaustion at work. However, there are some
unique aspects to the emotional demands of work in the Chinese cultural context.
We investigate emotional demands and exhaustion in China with a large-scale sample
across the six major occupations identified by the Holland classification system. Results
show that incumbents of social and enterprising jobs face higher emotional demands.
Unexpectedly, exhaustion differs significantly between conventional and other types of
jobs. Building on the Job Demand-Resources (JD-R) model, job crafting and the cultural
context, we propose that the nonlinear relationship of emotional demands and
exhaustion exists only when emotional intelligence is low. Our study may inform
practitioners and policy makers in Chinese enterprises about emotional demands
and exhaustion for various occupations and the importance of selection and
training programs in emotional intelligence.
Keywords: Exhaustion, Burnout, Emotional demands, Emotional intelligence, JD-R model

Introduction
The Chinese economy is moving toward a more market-orientated model from a planning economy, and companies are working to improve services to both internal and
external customers (Chow 2015). As a result, Chinese employees are likely to face
more job demands in their work than ever before (Bakker and Demerouti 2007). According to the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner,
and Schaufeli 2001; Bakker and Demerouti 2007), which is one of the most popular
conceptual frameworks in studying employee burnout and exhaustion, the requirements
for more prescribed emotions may be more likely to lead to exhaustion (Brotheridge and
Grandey 2002; Grandey 2000; Morris and Feldman 1996; Zapf 2002), which is the core
component of burnout. While this issue has been widely discussed in western societies
(Schaufeli, Leiter, and Maslach 2009), it has gained attention in China only in the past
decade (Jiang and Li 2004). Studies on Chinese employees’ exhaustion are so far limited
to occupations such as nursing and teaching (e.g., Whittington and Higgins 2002; Hao,
Hong, Xu, Zhou, and Xie 2015; Zhang, Huang, and Guan 2014). Yet exhaustion is not
limited to “people work” or “human service” occupations (e.g., Schaufeli and Maslach
1993; Schaufeli et al. 2009; Brotheridge and Grandey 2002) in market-based economies.
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China is also experiencing these trends, and a greater variety of jobs are now available that
may be emotionally demanding, which in turn may lead to exhaustion according to
the JD-R model. Empirically, however, we lack a complete understanding of the
current situation on this issue, especially across various occupations.
At the same time, we are also interested in the unique pattern of emotional demands
and exhaustion in China. Emotional expression is usually subject to specific cultural
contexts (e.g., Law, Wong, and Song 2004). For example, Markus and Kitayama (1991)
point out that people in independent-based western societies and interdependent-based
Chinese society may display emotions in different ways. In China, social norms
emphasize “harmony” within a certain social context or group while emotions experienced by individuals are minor and are either neglected or suppressed if they deviate
from the group norm (Bockover 1995; Hansen 1992; Shweder and Bourne 1984). As a
result, Chinese people tend to use dialectical ways of representing emotions rather than
“show” and/or “represent” emotions obviously to oneself or in a social situation
(Bagozzi, Wong, and Yi 1999; Wong, and Bagozzi 2005). Therefore, Chinese may have
different patterns in perceiving emotional demands and/or exhaustion in various occupations. Specifically, will Chinese feel more demands if they are more socially pressured
to display a particular type of emotion in a certain occupation? With the same logic,
will Chinese experience more exhaustion if they are in occupations which have strict
requirements for “display rules”? These are important research questions. However, we
have limited knowledge of the specific pattern of experience of emotional demands and
exhaustion among Chinese (Jiang and Li 2004), which requires a large-scale investigation that includes various occupations to explore the answer.
Furthermore, it is important to explore how exhaustion may be controlled among
Chinese employees to help maintain employee wellbeing and improve productivity
(Schaufeli and Enzmann 1998). According to the JD-R model (Demerouti, Bakker,
Nachreiner, and Schaufeli 2001; Bakker and Demerouti 2007), job resources can help
reduce the negative impact of emotional demands on exhaustion (e.g., Bakker, Demerouti,
and Verbeke 2004). Considering that emotional intelligence is an important resource
(Mayer, Caruso, and Salovey 1999) and has been investigated in the Chinese context (e.g.,
Law, Wong, Huang, and Li 2008; Peng, Wong, and Che 2010), we further examine
whether and how exactly this resource can reduce the impact of emotional demands on
exhaustion for Chinese employees. We will mainly build on the JD-R model and borrow
from job drafting literature to investigate the possible relationships between the demands,
resources, and exhaustion in Chinese culture, in which emotional expression is different
from the West (Bagozzi, Wong, and Yi 1999; Wong, and Bagozzi 2005). This research
may benefit Chinese companies by providing guidance for human resources practices in
how to adopt the recommendations of the emotional intelligence literature to select and
train employees on emotional intelligence when jobs have high emotional demands (e.g.,
Clarke 2006; Slaski and Cartwright 2003).
Therefore, I would like to contribute to the literature in the following three major
ways: 1) By including six categories of occupation based on the Holland model and
considering emotions in the Chinese cultural context, our research may provide more
comprehensive empirical support to the basic arguments of the JD-R model, and explore how Chinese people experience and perceive emotional demands and exhaustion
differently from westerners; 2) we further specifically include three typical types of
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social jobs in our investigation to enrich our empirical knowledge of the applicability
of the JD-R model to social occupations in China; and 3) conceptually, our study also
contributes to the JD-R model by incorporating job crafting in the Chinese context
and examines the specific mechanism of the moderating role of emotional
intelligence, in which both linear and nonlinear relationships are hypothesized.
Exhaustion and emotional demands across occupations

Exhaustion is thought to be the core component of burnout and in turn has received
considerable attention (Leiter and Maslash 1988). Exhaustion refers to the depletion of
emotional resources to the extent that employees feel they lack adaptive resources and
cannot give any more to their jobs. Although exhaustion occurs in various occupations,
professions that require more interpersonal interactions may be more likely to experience exhaustion (Leiter and Maslash 1988; Schaufeli and Maslach 1993). Past research
has shown that workers in “social occupations” (e.g., social workers, sales, teachers and
nurses) may have a higher chance of suffering from exhaustion (e.g., Cordes and
Dougherty 1993; Liu, He, and Yu 2013). Although there are a few studies in China on
social occupations (e.g., Whittington and Higgins 2002; Hao, et al. 2015; Zhang, et al.
2014), relatively little is known about exhaustion in other occupations.
The emotional demands of a job are an important reason for exhaustion (Hochschild
1983; Leiter and Maslash 1988; Schaufeli and Maslach 1993). To perform a job adequately, particularly a service-oriented job, employees may need to present particular
types of emotion (Hochschild 1983; Grandey 2000). For example, bank tellers and flight
attendants have to steadily present friendly and willingness-to-serve emotions; a funeral
worker has to maintain sad or solemn emotions. These requirements are the emotional
demands of an occupation (Brotheridge and Grandey 2002; Grandey 2000). Employees
with jobs requiring frequent interactions with customers or other members of the
organization are expected to express certain types of emotions according to prescribed
“display rules” and thus face high emotional demands (Hochschild 1983; Morris and
Feldman 1996; Schaubroeck and Jones 2000; Zapf 2002). In contrast, the emotional
demands of auto mechanics are low; they spend most of their time at work dealing
with machines and interact with customers infrequently. Thus, their jobs do not require them to present particular emotions according to “display rules”. Thus, emotional demands vary across occupations (e.g., Wong, Wong, and Law 2005).
The Holland model of occupational classification and emotional demands

According to the Holland model, major occupations are classified into six types,
namely, Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and Conventional. Social
jobs involve performing tasks through interactions with people. Typical examples are
nurses and social workers. Compared with other kinds of employment, social occupations
described by Holland’s model have high emotional demands as it involves primarily service sector jobs that require substantial prescribed “display rules” during intensive interpersonal interactions. Individuals in Realistic occupations, such as plumbers, bus drivers
or machine operators, are required to work on concrete subjects such as machines or instruments and tools. Similarly, Conventional jobs like clerks or accountants involve tasks
that are executed according to prescribed instructions, rules and regulations. People in
these jobs follow instructions to perform their work without expressing emotion.
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On the contrary, Artistic jobs require incumbents to express feelings and emotions
through various means such as singing, dancing or writing. Although they also need
plenty of passion or emotion in their work, the emotion is likely to be inspired but not
required. Artistic jobs rely on affective thinking, while Investigative and Enterprising
jobs ask for rational thinking. Investigative jobs involve duties that mostly require abstract thinking, reasoning and logical deduction. Typical examples are scientists and
computer programmers. Enterprising jobs involve mainly management functions and
business deals. Typical examples are managers and entrepreneurs. Hence, among these
jobs, individuals in social jobs experience the greatest emotional demands. Meanwhile,
Chinese society is characterized as an interdependence-based culture and emphasizes
“harmony” in social groups. More social interactions in social job may lead to more social pressure on job holders as to follow more intensive “display rules”. As a whole,
emotional demands may be experienced by social job holders, which are also evidenced
among Chinese (Wong et al. 2005). Therefore, we hypothesize:
Hypothesis 1a

The emotional demands of social jobs are significantly higher than those of other kinds
of jobs.
While it would still be informative to understand the overall situation of social occupation jobs as a whole, emotional demands and exhaustion may still differ for jobs
within the social occupation category. It could help human resource practitioners
within social occupations to know more about the relevant emotional demands and
how much effort should be put into exhaustion prevention. In order to explore this
possibility, we collected data from nurses, waiters and sales representatives within the
social category. It is meaningful to know the difference between these three social jobs.
Specifically, we expected that nurses may face higher emotional demands than waiters
and sales representatives, because nurses need to handle the fear and suffering of patients and their families (e.g., Grandey, Foo, Groth, and Goodwin 2012), and therefore
may face more negative emotions and conflicts. In such circumstances, nurses may feel
more obliged to follow “display rules” while also facing more social pressure in Chinese
social contexts. Waiters and sales representatives are serving healthy people with fewer
emotional expressions and demands and therefore relatively fewer negative emotions
and conflicts are confronted. Therefore, I hypothesize:
Hypothesis 1b

The emotional demands of nurses are significantly higher than waiters and sales
representatives.
According to the JD-R model, high emotional demands will lead to high exhaustion
(Bakker et al. 2004). As social jobs are those with considerable emotional demands, it is
reasonable to assume that incumbents are more likely to experience exhaustion. This
should be valid for Chinese workers as well. Furthermore, as Chinese workers are embedded in an interdependent-based context, they are accustomed to a dialectical approach to dealing with emotions. When they need to follow “display rules” that are
professionally required, they may feel even greater pressure and may be more likely to
experience exhaustion in emotionally demanding occupations (Cheung and Tang 2007).
I therefore hypothesize:
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Hypothesis 2a

Exhaustion is significantly higher for incumbents in social jobs than in other kinds of jobs.
For social occupations, nurses face more emotionally demanding situations than do
waiters and sales representatives and thus may suffer more from exhaustion according
to JD-R model. In both western and Chinese literature, nurses receive a lot of research
attention because it is regarded as perhaps the best example of challenging “people
work” in the burnout literature, which denotes a high percentage of incumbents suffering from exhaustion (e.g., Grandey et al. 2012). Thus we further hypothesize:
Hypothesis 2b

Exhaustion is significantly higher for nurses than waiters and sales representatives.
The moderating role of emotional intelligence

The basic argument of the JD-R model is that job demands will negatively affect employee wellbeing but resources can help incumbents to cope with the demands (Bakker
et al. 2004). However, findings in previous studies conducted in the West on the moderating effect of job resources on job demands are inconsistent (Bakker et al. 2004;
Bakker and Demerouti 2007). One possible reason may be that the JD-R model has
ignored the possibility that incumbents may choose to craft their jobs (Wrzesniewski
and Dutton 2001).
In job crafting, employees independently modify aspects of their jobs to improve the
fit between the characteristics of the job and their own needs, abilities, and preferences
(Berg, Dutton, and Wrzesniewski 2008). Grounded in the JD-R model, job crafters
change either the level of job demands, the level of job resources, or both (Tims et al.
2012, 2013). Specifically, when there are insufficient resources to cope with the job demands, employees may attempt to redefine some of their tasks or the scope of their
jobs in order to lower the level of job demands (Tims et al. 2013). For example, when a
nurse is too tired to deal with patients, he/she may reduce his/her time dealing with
each patient and may also reduce the quality of service to a lower level while still meeting the standards of requirements. For example, s/he could smile less and minimize
communication with the patient to lower the emotional demands. Doing so may allow
employees to maintain their energy levels and focus their efforts on their core work
tasks which in turn will lower the level of exhaustion in the long run (Schaufeli et al.
2009; Tims et al. 2013).
One of the most important job resources that can help to cope with emotional demands discussed in the literature is emotional intelligence (Winkel, Wyland, Shaffer,
and Clason 2011; Peng et al. 2010). Emotional intelligence refers to an employee’s
ability to handle emotional issues in various social contexts (Mayer and Salovey 1997;
Law, Wong, and Song 2004; Peng, et al. 2010). Employees with higher emotional
intelligence may be able to cope better with emotional demands and are less likely to
suffer exhaustion (e.g., Peng et al. 2010). Specifically, job crafting is less likely to happen
for employees with high emotional intelligence because they have sufficient resources
to cope with the emotional demands of their job. On the contrary, job crafting is more
likely to occur when the job holder has lower levels of emotional intelligence. When
emotional demands are beyond their abilities to cope, they probably will craft their jobs
in a way that helps match their capabilities and reduce their chances of exhaustion.

Page 5 of 17

Peng Frontiers of Business Research in China (2017) 11:9

Simply, they may craft the emotional demands to a lower level, such as minimizing
smiling and communication with patients, more likely to happen with nurses with low
emotional intelligence. As we know, emotional intelligence is an ability and may be
hard to change within a certain period of time. Initially, emotional demands will increase the chance of exhaustion but only after reaching a certain level of emotional demands. Then, an increase in emotional demands will have the negative effect of
exhaustion as employees no longer try to cope with the demands directly. Thus, we
may observe a nonlinear relationship between emotional demands and exhaustion for
employees with low emotional intelligence.
In the Chinese context, we believe that a moderated nonlinear relationship is more
likely to occur. Chinese tend to use a dialectical way of representing emotions rather
than using emotion to differentiate oneself from others or as a basis for social actions
in an interdependent-based context (e.g., Bagozzi et al. 1999). That is, Chinese employees prefer to follow emotional demands to keep “harmony” in their workplaces. In
this cultural context, incumbents with high emotional intelligence will continue to
utilize their resources to cope with the demands. Certainly, employees with low emotional intelligence will also try to cope with the demands as far as possible. However,
since they lack the required resources, they probably will engage in job crafting as an
alternative to deal with the demands when they no longer can cope with the demands
directly. In so doing, they are able to maintain their energy levels to perform their core
work tasks, and in turn reduce exhaustion in the long run (Schaufeli et al. 2009; Tims
et al. 2013). Therefore, I hypothesize:
Hypothesis 3

The relationship between emotional demands and exhaustion will be nonlinear when
emotional intelligence is low. Specifically, emotional demands will have a positive impact on exhaustion, but after exceeding a particular level of emotional demands, its
impact on exhaustion will become negative. The relationship will remain linear when
emotional intelligence is high.

Methodology
Sample and procedure

A large-scale sample across the six major occupations identified by the Holland classification system was used in this study. The participants in this study were 703 employees
in the following six types of occupations: manual workers (Realistic), researchers (Investigative), art designers at advertising companies (Artistic), middle-level managers
(Enterprising), clerks in local government (Conventional), and hotel waiters/waitresses,
sales clerks in shops, and hospital nurses (Social). Incumbents of the Realistic, Investigative, Enterprising, and Conventional occupations each came from a single
organization. For the Social category, we selected three kinds of jobs, and incumbents
of each job were employed by a single organization. For the Artistic category, incumbents were drawn from eight organizations because there were few incumbents of this
job type within a single organization. The sample was collected in a middle-sized city
in western China. The organizations were from major industries such as government,
manufacturing, hotel, advertising, and information technology. The manufacturing
company (manual workers, realistic occupation) and the construction company
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(managers, enterprising occupation), and provincial government (clerks, conventional
occupation) are large organizations; others are medium-sized organizations. Detailed
information is summarized in Table 1.
We interviewed a top-level manager from each organization to help us identify positions consistent with the Holland classification and asked for permission to distribute
questionnaires to incumbents occupying those positions. A total of 1,200 questionnaires (with cover letters) were distributed on site by one of the authors. We explained
in the cover letter that participation was voluntary and anonymous, and that the information collected would be used for research purposes only. Those willing to participate
completed the questionnaires and submitted them to the author in person. This procedure helps protect the confidentiality of the data, and we believe incumbents who
chose to participate provided honest responses. A total of 703 completed questionnaires
were returned, representing a response rate of 58.5%. Table 2 contains information on
participant demographics.
Measures
Measure of emotional demands (ED)

We used the emotional demands scale for Chinese respondents developed by Wu
(2003), which was based on scales published in previous studies (e.g., Brotheridge and
Grandey 2002). The scale consists of 18 items that are statements of types of behavior
commonly required in response to emotional demands. Respondents were asked to
evaluate the frequency and effort respectively for each item on a seven-point scale. A sample item is “To perform my job, I have to speak nicely so that others will feel happy.” The
sum of frequency and effort scores indicates the level of emotional demands.
Measure of emotional intelligence (EI)

We used Wong’s Emotional Intelligence Scale (WEIS), which was developed for Chinese
respondents (Wong, Law, and Wong 2004). This 40-item scale is designed to capture the
four ability dimensions of emotional intelligence, including: 1) Self Emotion Appraisal; 2)
Other’s Emotion Appraisal; 3) Use of emotions to facilitate performance; 4) Regulation of
Emotion. In the first part, respondents are asked to choose the option that best reflects
their likely reaction to each of 20 scenarios. An example scenario is “You have an important examination tomorrow and are studying hard in your room. Your family is watching a
television program that you like very much. Since your house is small and the noise of the
Table 1 Information of the Sampled Occupations
Occupation type

Type of organization

No. of valid respondents

Manual worker (Realistic)

State-owned manufacturing company

97

Researchers (Investigative)

Research center governed by central
government

107

Art designer (Artistic)

Privately owned advertising company

75

Middle-level managers (Enterprising)

State-owned large construction company

104

Clerks (Conventional)

Provincial government

111

Waiter/waitress
Sales Representative
Nurse
(Social)

Joint venture hotel (four-star)
Privately owned shopping mall
Public hospital

98
96
46
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Table 2 Demographics of the Respondents
Demographic variables

Categories

No. of respondents

Gender

Male

327

46.5

Female

300

42.7

Missing data

76

10.8

<20

13

1.8

21–30

251

35.7

31–40

267

38.0

41–50

120

17.1

51–60

47

6.7

≥61

5

0.7

>1

44

6.3

1–5

207

29.4

6–10

160

22.8

11–20

174

24.8

>20

41

5.8

Missing data

77

11.0

≤High school

157

22.3

Diploma

177

35.2

Bachelor

267

38.0

Master or above

25

3.6

Missing

77

11.0

Age (years)

Job tenure (years)

Education

Valid percentage

television annoys you, you: (a) ask your family to turn off the television but videotape the
program so that you and your family can watch it together tomorrow after your examination; (b) although a little bit uncomfortable, you put headphones on to reduce the noise
so that you can concentrate on your studies.”
The second part of WEIS contains 20 ability pairs. One item of each pair is related to
emotional intelligence, and the other is related to other intelligence dimensions. Respondents are asked to choose one of the two abilities in each pair that best represents
their strengths. An example of ability pairs is “ability to motivate oneself to face failure
positively versus ability to learn to create an artistic object (e.g., pottery, painting).”
Apart from the developmental samples, subsequent studies using Chinese samples have
cross-validated the acceptable reliability and convergence, and discriminant and predictive
validities of the scale (Wong, Wong, and Law 2007).
Measure of exhaustion

Exhaustion was measured by five items from the Maslach Burnout Inventory-General
Survey, which were scored on a six-point scale (Schaufeli et al. 1996). An example item
is “I feel exhausted after work.” We directly used the Chinese version of the five items
developed by Li and Shi (2003).
Measure of control variables

Demographics, including gender, age, job tenure, and education level were measured by
multiple-choice items. These demographic factors are commonly included in the
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control variable list in the literature (e.g., Maslach et al. 2001). Occupation is assigned
by researchers according to the job nature of respondents and the description in Holland’s handbook. For example, manufacturing workers are classified as having a realistic
occupation (as shown in Table 1). The detailed information about the job nature and
responsibilities are collected from interviews with the top-level manager, who helped us
to distribute and collect questionnaires in each company.
According to the literature on the JD-R model, social supports are also important resources to cope with emotional demands in the workplace (e.g., Baruch-Feldman, Brondolo, Ben-Dayan, and Schwarz 2002). We used the social support scale modified from
Karasek’s Job Content Survey (Karasek, Gordon, Pietrokovsky, Frese, Pieper, Schwartz,
Fry, and Schirer 1985). We include supervisor and coworker supports as our control
variables. The scale consists of five items for each type of support. Respondents were
asked to evaluate the frequency of support they received from supervisors or coworkers
on a seven-point scale. An example item is “My coworkers care about me.”
Analyses

Three sets of analyses were conducted. First, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was
conducted, and Harman’s single-factor method (Podsakoff, Mackenzie, Lee, and
Podsakoff 2003) was used to detect possible common method bias. For emotional
intelligence, we followed the procedure of the original developer to create four indicators according to the four dimensions of EI (Mayer et al. 1999; Wong et al. 2004)
because the response format for individual items is dichotomous. For the other constructs, we include all the items in the CFA analysis. The fitness of the one/two/
three-factor model was compared with that of the four-factor model. This helped
determine the appropriateness of the measures used in the study. Second, emotional
demands and exhaustion were compared among various occupations by One-way
ANOVA and Pos-hoc test afterwards. Finally, the moderated nonlinear effect of occupations on the relationship between emotional demands and exhaustion was examined
through hierarchical regression analyses.

Results
As expected from the JD-R model, emotional demands and emotional intelligence are
significantly correlated with exhaustion (r = 0.31, p < 0.01; r = −0.28, p < 0.01, respectively)
as shown by Table 3, which presents the descriptive statistics, reliabilities (coefficient
Table 3 Descriptive Statistics and Correlations among Measures
Mean (SD)

1

1. Gender

–

–

2

3

2. Age

–

−0.07

3. Tenure

–

−0.06

0.70**

–

4. Education

–

−0.11*

0.02

−0.11*

4

5

6

7

8

–
–

5. SS

3.80 (0.63)

0.11*

−0.05

−0.01

0.00

(0.85)

6. EI

21.09 (8.43)

0.06

0.00

−0.07

0.08

0.40**

(0.76)

7. ED

127.23 (21.07)

0.05

−0.07

−0.06

−0.02

0.33**

0.16**

(0.88)

8. EX

16.11 (3.95)

−0.04

0.03

0.07

−0.07

−0.21**

−0.28**

0.31**

(0.78)

* and ** are significantly different from zero at the 5 and 1% level respectively; numbers in parentheses are coefficient
alphas; SS = social support; EI = emotional intelligence; ED = emotional demands; EX = exhaustion; SD = standard deviation
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alphas), and correlations among all measures. All reliability coefficients were above .70.
CFA results indicate that the four-factor model (i.e., emotional demands, emotional
intelligence, exhaustion and social supports) has an acceptable fit (χ2 = 3270.66, df =
1424, p = 0.00; RMSEA = 0.047; NNFI = 0.92; IFI = 0.93; and CFI = 0.93). We also tried
different combinations of models with one, two and three factors. All of them show significant deterioration in fit when compared to the four-factor model. For example, the
one-factor model is not acceptable (χ2 = 5797.50, df = 1430, p = 0.00; RMSEA = 0.084;
NNFI = 0.82; IFI = 0.83; and CFI = 0.83). The Δχ2 was 2526.84, Δdf = 6, p < 0.001.
Emotional demands and exhaustion were compared among the six occupations using
one-way ANOVA. Results reported in Table 4 shows significant differences in emotional demands and exhaustion between the six occupations.
To further compare the scores of emotional demands and exhaustion among occupations, each pair of the six occupations was compared using post-hoc tests. For emotional demands, Table 5 show the results which indicate social occupations have
significantly higher scores than all other occupations, thus Hypothesis 1a is supported.
We also found enterprising occupation has significantly higher score than the other
four occupations. For exhaustion, post-hoc comparison found that social occupations
have not significantly higher scores than other occupations, thus Hypothesis 2a is not
supported. Instead, we found conventional occupations have significantly lower score
those other occupations except artistic one as shown in Table 6.
Among the three social jobs, as shown in Table 7, nurses have higher levels of emotional demands than waiters and salespersons. Hypothesis 1b is supported. However,
we found only exhaustion for sales is significantly lower than for waiters. Therefore,
Hypothesis 2b is not supported.
Hierarchical regression analysis was conducted to test Hypothesis 3. In step one of
our regression analysis, all control variables were entered. In step two, square terms
of emotional demands were entered. Table 8 shows that there is a nonlinear relationship between emotional demands and exhaustion (β = −0.12, p < 0.01). In step three,
the interaction between emotional intelligence and the square term of emotional
demands and required lower level variables were included. The product term was
significant (β = 0.11, p < 0.05; ΔR2 = 0.05, p < 0.05). Following Aiken and West (1991),
we plotted the interaction with values one standard deviation below and above the
means of the moderator. The plot (see Fig. 1) shows that the nonlinear relationship
between emotional demands and exhaustion appears only when emotional
intelligence is low, and the relationship is linear when emotional intelligence is high.
Thus, Hypothesis 3 is supported.
Table 4 Differences in Emotional Demands and Exhaustion among the Six Types of Occupations
Occupations

ED (Mean)

F value

EX (Mean)

Social (n = 209)

134.21

12.22**

16.37

Enterprising (n = 104)

132.47

Conventional (n = 111)

121.29

14.80

Investigative (n = 107)

124.05

16.01

Artistic (n = 75)

118.35

15.81

Realistic (n = 97)

123.75

16.99

F value
3.90**

16.44

* and ** are significantly different from zero at the 5 and 1% level respectively; ED = emotional demands; EX = exhaustion
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Table 5 Post-hoc Comparison of Emotional Demands across the Six Occupation Types
Mean difference
Social

Enterprising

Realistic

10.46**

Investigative

10.16**

Conventional

12.92**

Artistic

15.86**

Realistic

8.72**

Investigative

8.42**

Conventional

11.18**

Artistic

14.12**

* and ** are significantly different from zero at the 5 and 1% level respectively

Discussion
The present study is a relatively large-scale investigation conducted in China across
six occupational types classified according to the Holland model. We found that social occupations face the highest emotional demands as expected. Thus, H1a is supported, which is consistent with the JD-R model as well. Enterprising occupations
also scored relatively higher on emotional demands than other occupations except for
social occupations. These findings expand our knowledge about emotional demands
across occupations not addressed in the extant literature (Brotheridge and Grandey
2002). For exhaustion, H2a is not supported. Unexpectedly, we only found that exhaustion for conventional occupations is significantly lower than other ones. One possible reason for this finding may be due to the uniqueness of the cultural context.
The dialectical expression of emotions, a feature of the Chinese context, incorporates
both a high likelihood of co-occurrence of negative and positive emotions, and a
greater ease when emotional complexity is experienced (Goetz, Spencer-Rodgers, and
Peng 2008). That is, Chinese, although in an occupation with high emotional
demands, which indicate high social pressure to perform “display rules”, may be
relatively accustomed to handle such emotional complexity, or even emotional
dissonance. In the literature on exhaustion, emotional dissonance is the discrepancy
between authentic and displayed emotions as part of the job (e.g., Heuven, and Bakker
2003; Grandey 2000; Rutter and Fielding 1988; Zapf 2002). The higher the emotional
demands, the more emotional dissonance will occur. However, Chinese may be more
likely to feel at ease to deal with the dissonance. Therefore, compared to low emotionally demanding occupations, people who are in occupations with high emotional
demands may not suffer more emotional dissonance. In turn, the exhaustion experienced by people in occupations with high or low emotional demands may not be as
Table 6 Post-hoc Comparison of Exhaustion across the Six Occupation Types
Mean difference
Conventional

Realistic

−2.19**

Investigative

−1.21*

Artistic

−1.01

Social

−1.57**

Enterprising

−1.64**

* and ** are significantly different from zero at the 5 and 1% level respectively
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Table 7 Post-hoc Test of Emotional Demands and Exhaustion of Three Jobs in the Social
Occupation Category
Three types of social jobs
Nurse

ED

Sales

EX

Mean difference
Waiter/waitress

20.62**

Sales

16.32**

Waiter/waitress

−1.69**

Nurse

−1.58

* and ** are significantly different from zero at the 5 and 1% level respectively; ED = emotional demands; EX = exhaustion

significantly differentiated as in Western societies. Another possible reason may be
that they enjoy relatively high job security and stable compensation packages which
may protect them from exhaustion. However, these government clerks experience
emotional demands that are similar to those of other occupations, except for social
and enterprising occupations, suggesting that even government employees now need
to provide better service to internal and external customers. Future studies may further explore the possibilities.
To provide a more comprehensive picture of emotional demands and exhaustion in
China, we also look into three specific social occupations: nurses, sales, waiters/waitress. Among the three social jobs, nurses have higher levels of emotional demands than
waiters and salespersons. Hypothesis 1b is supported. Unexpectedly, nurses’ exhaustion
does not significantly differ from the other two social jobs. Our results show that
exhaustion in sales is significantly lower than for waiters. Thus, Hypothesis 2b is not
supported. As stated before, Chinese may be more likely to feel at ease in dealing with
emotional dissonance. Thus, the exhaustion experienced by incumbents may have little
difference for social occupations with different levels of emotional demands.
Table 8 Regression Analysis of Moderated Nonlinear Relationship between Emotional Demands
and Emotional Intelligence on Exhaustion
Dependent variable: EX
Model 0

Model 1

Model 2

Occupation

−0.10*

0.01

0.22

Gender

−0.02

−0.02

−0.02

Age

0.01

−0.01

−0.01

Tenure

0.03

0.10

0.08

Education

−0.04

−0.07

−0.05

Social Support

−0.20**

−0.30**

−0.22**

–

0.44**

0.44**

Control Variables

Independent Variables
ED
ED

–

−0.12**

−0.12**

EI

–

–

−0.27**

2

ED * EI

–

–

−0.08

ED2 * EI

–

–

0.11*

R2

0.04**

0.21**

0.25**

ΔR2

–

0.16**

0.05**

* and ** are significantly different from zero at the 5 and 1% level respectively; EI = emotional intelligence; ED = emotional
demands; SS = social support; EX = exhaustion
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Fig. 1 Moderating Effect of Emotional Intelligence (EI) on the Relationship between Emotional Demands
and Exhaustion

Our results also support the moderating effect of emotional intelligence on the
emotional demands-exhaustion relationship. However, it is more complicated than
the interaction effect proposed by the JD-R model when job crafting and the
Chinese context are considered. For employees with high levels of emotional
intelligence, a linear relationship is observed while for employees with low levels
of emotional intelligence, the relationship is nonlinear. Specifically, low emotionally intelligent employees are more likely to have difficulties in dealing with emotional demands, but they will continue to try to do so in the Chinese context.
They may try to craft their job to bring emotional demands to a lower level to
match their capabilities and release tension which in turn will prevent exhaustion.
This finding may be unique in the Chinese context as social norms emphasize
complying with “display rules” in social contexts. With these findings, our study
has several significant theoretical contributions and implications for human resource practice as follows.
Theoretical contributions

Theoretically, our paper contributes to the literature in three ways. First, the
present large-scale investigation contributes to an understanding of emotional
demands and exhaustion in China. It appears that as the Chinese economy moves
toward a more market-based model, emotional demands and exhaustion are
unavoidable although the Chinese cultural context has a unique impact. By understanding the cultural context, it may help us better understand how Chinese
people will react to emotional demands and exhaustion. Future research may follow this direction and incorporate the specific business and cultural context in
studying the phenomenon of emotional demands and exhaustion. The study further adds to the understanding that emotions have an important role in the workplace and that emotions need to be better understood and managed by
organizations and employees (Li et al. 2014).
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Second, our study contributes to the JD-R model by incorporating an understanding of job crafting in the Chinese context and examines the moderating role
of emotional intelligence on the emotional demands-exhaustion relationship. Past
JD-R studies have found inconsistent results concerning the moderating role of resources on the demands-exhaustion relationship. By incorporating the possibility
of job crafting, we are able to explain the specific moderating role of emotional
intelligence. The different form the moderating effect takes when emotional
intelligence is high or low expands our knowledge about the buffering effects of
job resources in Chinese society. Future JD-R studies may follow this line of logic
and continue to examine the specific moderating role of different types of resources on the demands-exhaustion relationship. This probably can help extend
the applicability of the JD-R model in different culture contexts.
Practical contributions

Regarding practical contributions, the present large-scale investigation attempts to
provide a more comprehensive picture of emotional demands and exhaustion
across occupations in China. This may inform professional practitioners as to the
characteristics of different occupations and differential risks of burnout. For example, organizations should provide more resources for the incumbents of social
occupations to understand and deal with intense emotional demands to better
perform their jobs, an area often neglected by traditional management in Chinese
organizations. Moreover, we found that enterprising occupations also scored relatively high on emotional demands. This occupation has not previously been reported as having high emotional demands (Hochschild 1983; Brotheridge and
Grandey 2002). This finding implies that organizations should provide appropriate
external resources for these employees, which may have be neglected in the past.
Our findings may also have reference value for policy makers in China, who need
to re-examine other traditional demands in making industrial policies while developing health, safety and other labor regulations (Dunbar and Wasilewski 1985;
Grandey, Foo, Groth, and Goodwin 2011). As China moves toward more legal protection of its labor force, protection from emotional demands should also be considered by legislators, labor union leaders, and government agencies.
The present study also compared three typical social occupations and found that
the emotional demands of nurses are significantly higher than those of waiter/waitresses and sales clerks. Thus, even among typical service jobs, emotional demands
appear to vary considerably. However, this result is not the same for exhaustion. It
shows that the relationship between emotional demands and exhaustion within a
social occupation may be more complicated than previously thought. These findings
provide more detailed information to researchers and practitioners in China.
Our results indicate the importance of an employee’s emotional intelligence in
preventing exhaustion across various occupations. Organizations have some control over this factor through employee selection and training on emotional
intelligence, which may improve both employee performance and long-term health
(Grandey et al. 2011). Taken together, our findings help focus attention on the
topic of emotional demands and exhaustion in China, especially in the increasingly
important service industry.
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Limitations and future research

Two limitations of this study must be noted. First, as an initial effort to apply the JD-R
model in the Chinese context, we examined only one type of job demand (emotional
demands) and one type of job resource (emotional intelligence). Second, due to the
nature of the constructs, we relied primarily on self-reported data, which may have
resulted in inflated relationships due to common method variance. However, the key
hypothesis of our study involves a moderated nonlinear relationship; therefore, our results should be much less susceptible to common method bias (Podsakoff et al. 2003).
The CFA results above indicate that common method variance may be minimal. Future
research could: 1) explore other types of job demands and resources to further refine
and enrich the explanatory power of the model in the Chinese context; 2) use multiple
indicators of different constructs, such as others’ ratings of emotional intelligence (Law
et al. 2004), and an objective indicator of burnout such as physiological symptoms of
stress to avoid common method variance.

Conclusion
Through the lens of the unique Chinese culture of emotional expression, our research
provides a more comprehensive picture on how Chinese people experience, perceive
and react to emotional demands and exhaustion based on a large-scale sample (n = 703)
across Holland’s six major occupation types. By incorporating job crafting in the Chinese
context, our research enriches the JD-R model in examining the specific moderating role
of emotional intelligence.
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