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The Moderating Effects of Self-Efficacy
Luo Lu and Yu-Yueh Chang
National Taiwan University
Steve Yuan-Lune Lai
The Nielsen Company

The present study aims at examining the moderating effects of self-efficacy on
the stressor-strain relationships among Chinese employees. A selfadministered survey method was used to collect data from 310 full-time
employees across all regions in Taiwan. We found that interpersonal conflict
and lack of autonomy as stressors were associated negatively with job
satisfaction. Job performance was found to be associated negatively with
lack of autonomy, but positively with workload. Regarding moderating effects, self-efficacy exacerbated a negative impact of lack of autonomy on job
satisfaction but buffered a negative impact of lack of autonomy on job
performance. Thus, the present study for the first time revealed that selfefficacy functioned as a double-edged sword in the work stress context of a
Confucian Chinese society, contrary to what may be inferred from Western
theoretical perspectives. In addition, this study also examined job performance as a strain variable which has rarely been studied in work stress
research.
Keywords: workload, interpersonal conflict, job autonomy, self-efficacy

The noxious impact of occupational stressors on employees’ physical/
mental health and job-related outcomes has been a widespread problem for
employees, organizations, families, and the society. However, as many
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researchers argued, almost all occupational stress theories and research are
developed and conducted in Western industrialized countries (Jamal, 1999;
Siu, 2002; Xie, 1996). Thus, in order to generalize the extant findings of
stress research, not only the direct relationships of the occupational stressors
and strains but also the moderating effects need to be replicated in a
considerably different culture, such as Taiwan, which is a Confucianismdominated Chinese society.

THE DIRECT STRESSOR-STRAIN RELATIONSHIPS

Ample Western studies have supported that workload, lack of autonomy,
and interpersonal conflict are the salient work stressors and each is related
significantly to psychological symptoms and physical health outcomes
(Bruk-Lee & Spector, 2006; Karasek, 1979; Liu, Nauta, Spector, & Li, 2008;
Narayanan, Menon, & Spector, 1999; Spector & Jex, 1998; Westman &
Eden, 1992).
In a series of studies conducted in Taiwan, researchers also found that
heavy workload, lack of autonomy, and interpersonal conflict at work are the
most prevalent stressors for Taiwanese employees, which have detrimental
effects on job satisfaction and associated psychological strain (Lu, 1997,
1999; Lu, Siu, & Lu, 2010). Furthermore, findings from a recent focusedgroup discussion study in Taiwan corroborated the above conclusion (Chang
& Lu, 2007).
In addition to empirical studies mentioned above, the importance of these
three stressors has been shown clearly in the Job Demand-Control (JCD)
model (Karasek, 1979) and its more recent revision, the Job DemandControl-Support (JDSC) model (Johnson & Hall, 1988; Johnson, Hall, &
Theorell, 1989). Specifically, heavy workload reflects the quantitative demands, lack of work autonomy reflects the dearth of perceived control, and
interpersonal conflict at work reflects the lack of support in the work
environment. In the present study we thus focused on workload, lack of
autonomy, and interpersonal conflict at work as stressors.
With regard to strain indicators, psychological strains such as job dissatisfaction and anxiety/tension have traditionally been the focus of work
stress research; physical strains such as health or health-related behaviors are
gaining attention recently (Du, Lin, Lu, & Tai, in press; Jex & Beehr, 1991).
However, in their review of occupational stress literature, Cooper, Dewe, and
O’Driscoll (2001) pointed out that behavioral changes, especially those
related directly to job performance, are the least studied of all forms of strain,
though they are the most important outcome from an organizational point of
view. To respond to the appeal for the examination of behavioral indicators,
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we adopted both job satisfaction and job performance as focal strain criteria
in the present study.

THE MODERATING EFFECTS OF SELF-EFFICACY

Objective stressors at work do not necessarily lead to the same
psychological strain in every employee. As Lazarus and Folkman (1984)
pointed out in their transactional model of stress, the process of stress is
critically shaped by the person’s initial appraisal of the situation and his
or her subsequent coping efforts to manage the situation. Thus, individual
characteristics or perceptions need to be considered while examining the
relationship between stressors and strain. Researchers (Litt, 1988; Xie &
Schaubroeck, 2001) have suggested that self-efficacy might be one of
such critical moderators which may influence both the direction and the
strength of relationships between stressors and strains. This personal
characteristic has indeed been found to have direct effects on reducing job
stressors and strains (Jex, Bliese, Buzzell, & Primeau, 2001; Schaubroeck
& Merritt, 1997), but its presumed moderating effects have rarely been
examined in the work stress context.
Bandura (1997) defined self-efficacy as the extent to which people
believe they can perform a behavior to produce a particular desired outcome.
Gibbons and Weingart (2001) differentiated three levels of personal efficacy
beliefs: task-specific, domain, and general self-efficacy. We intend to examine the role of general self-efficacy, or termed simply self-efficacy, in this
study. We believe that general self-efficacy, which refers to stable and global
beliefs about one’s competence, relates to one’s ability to tackle job stressors.
According to the transactional model of stress, stressors lead to strains only
when employees appraise the stressors as threatening to their well-being.
Self-efficacy may affect stress appraisal and thus can protect people against
stress and reduce strains, as confirmed in aforementioned studies. Furthermore, some studies have found that self-efficacy exerts a moderating effect
on stressor-strain relationships in Western societies (Jex et al., 2001;
Salanova, Peiró, & Schaufeli, 2002; Schaubroeck, Lam, & Xie, 2000; Schaubroeck & Merritt, 1997). A most recent study with Italian rescue workers also
found that self-efficacy moderated the relationship between stress appraisal
and profession quality of life, defined as compassion fatigue, burnout, and
compassion satisfaction (Prati, Pietrantoni, & Cicognani, 2010). Specifically,
the relationship between stress appraisal and profession quality of life was
significant only among rescue workers with low levels of self-efficacy but not
among those with higher levels of self-efficacy. Although these results offer
clear support for the theoretical propositions of the transactional model of
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stress, their generalizability may be restrained by the study’s focus on rescue
workers and their unique working context as well as the exclusion of
behavioral job performance indicators in measuring the quality of work life.
We thus will examine the moderating effects of self-efficacy in a more
diverse sample of workers and work settings as well as including job
performance as a behavioral indicator of strain.
Thus far, extant studies in the West, though not many, seem to support
the theoretical notion that self-efficacy may serve as a buffer because it
affects the appraisal of and extent to which an employee will engage in
behaviors to solve a problematic situation. It has been argued that individuals
with high self-efficacy tend to use active or problem-focused coping strategy
(Jex et al., 2001; Semmer, 2003). It is also possible that individuals with high
self-efficacy are more likely to behold the belief of maintaining high levels
of job performance in the presence of challenging job-related stressors. With
the combination of firm beliefs in oneself to perform and increased exertion
of efforts under stress, self-efficacy acts as a buffer mitigating the negative
impact job stressors on employees’ strains.
However, the buffering effect of self-efficacy on the stressor-strain
relationships may be different in a Confucian society. For example, Siu,
Spector, Cooper, Lu and Yu (2002) found that external locus of control
(LOC) was a buffer of the stressor-mental well-being relation among Taiwanese managers; in contrast, the relationship between stressor and mental
well-being was negative among managers with internal LOC. As Siu et al.
(2002) pointed out that in an autocratic work environment such as that of
Taiwan, internality in LOC may be counterproductive when people believe
that they could inflict changes while in fact they cannot. Since self-efficacy
shares the same belief in personal agency with internal LOC, it may well act
as an exacerbator rather than a buffer on the relationships between stressors
and strains in Taiwan. To better understand the possible moderating mechanisms of self-efficacy in a Chinese society, we need to “unpackage” the
Confucian cultural values as they imprint on business life.

CONFUCIAN PHILOSOPHY AND ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
IN TAIWAN

In Hofstede’s (1980) study of employees across 23 countries, Chinese
were found to be very high in collectivist orientation. Collectivism is defined
as emphasizing collective aspects of the self, giving priority to in-group
goals, placing emphasis on norms more than on attitudes, and emphasizing on
communal more than exchange relationships (Triandis, Chan, Bhawuk, Iwao,
& Sinha, 1995). The Chinese collectivism has its roots in Confucianism
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which is the dominant philosophical system influencing Chinese people for
centuries. One of the basic principles of Confucian ethics pertaining to
interpersonal relationships is “the principle of respecting the superior”
(Hwang, 1988).
For most Taiwanese institutions, the organizational culture is characterized by paternalistic and autocratic values, legitimizing the hierarchically
organized power structure. In accordance with the Confucian principle of
respecting the superior, decision discretion is ascribed to those who occupy
a superior position in a dyadic interaction (Hwang, 1988). In the business
world, once the boss/superior has made decisions, employees are expected to
obey and execute unconditionally. Consequently, decision latitude is low for
Taiwanese employees and they reported rather low levels of perceived
control at work (Chang & Lu, 2007; Lu, Wu, & Cooper, 1999).
As the organizational culture in Taiwan is considerably different from that in
the Western societies which puts emphasis on individualism and encourages
everyone to excel, some moderators may function differently in Taiwan. It is thus
important to reexamine the role which self-efficacy plays on the Taiwanese
stressor-strain relationships. However, one study did find a buffering effect of
self-efficacy among managers in mainland China (Lu, Siu, & Cooper, 2005).
With recent rapid social change and economic take-off, mainland Chinese are
now the most “modern” in the Greater China region, while Taiwanese the most
“traditional” (Leung & Bond, 2004; Lu, Kao, Chang, Wu, & Zhang, 2008). This
subregional difference may explain why self-efficacy played a similar buffering
role for mainland Chinese as that for Westerners. Furthermore, the Lu et al. study
(2005) focused only on work attitude; whether/how self-efficacy may affect job
performance remains unknown.
As empirical findings regarding the role of self-efficacy as a moderator
for the Chinese people are scarce and inconsistent, it is challenging to
hypothesize the exact nature of the moderating effects on the stressor-strain
relationships for Taiwanese employees in the present study. However, we
suspect that self-efficacy may act as a stress buffer for the hardworking
Taiwanese employees through its emphasis on perseverance and a strong will
to maintain performance under stress. A qualitative study has revealed that
Taiwanese employees viewed generally the maintenance of their performance as a moral duty and a fulfillment of psychological contract with the
organization (Chang & Lu, 2007). The possession of higher levels of selfefficacy should strengthen such a commitment to work tasks and may lead to
better performance. On the other hand, we suspect that self-efficacy may act
as a stress exacerbator for Taiwanese employees through its emphasis on
control and problem-solving in any stressful situations. As analyzed earlier,
Taiwanese work situations are so constructed as to grant low levels of control
and autonomy to workers (Lu et al., 1999). For those with higher levels of
self-efficacy, facing uncontrollable stressful situations may depress greatly
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their work satisfaction, as there exists a clear misfit between psychological
needs and environmental properties (Siu et al., 2002). Based on these partial
evidence, we propose that self-efficacy may have differential moderating
effects depending on indicators of strains. Specifically, we hypothesized that:
Self-efficacy beliefs will moderate the relationships between job stressors and strains
in a way that the negative relationships between job stressors and job satisfaction will
be exacerbated when the level of self-efficacy is high; and the negative relationships
between job stressors and job performance will be mitigated when the level of
self-efficacy is high.

In sum, the purpose of this study was mainly to investigate the potential
moderating effects of self-efficacy on relationships of job stressors with job
satisfaction and job performance among cultural Chinese employees in
Taiwan. To reiterate, our hypothesis should be seen as tentative and exploratory. Another purpose was to reaffirm that workload, lack of autonomy and
interpersonal conflict were salient job stressors for Taiwanese workers,
impacting not only their work well-being, but also their work performance,
which has rarely been used as a strain variable.

METHOD
Sample and Procedures

We used structured questionnaires to collect data from full-time employees located in northern, central, and southern parts of Taiwan. A total of 350
questionnaires were distributed by mail, mostly using divisional managers as
contact persons for collecting data from their subordinates. A total of 310
completed responses were returned, constituting a response rate of 88.6%.
The sample consisted of 121 men (39.2%) and 188 women (60.8%) with one
unidentified. Respondents were aged between 20 and 62 years old (M ⫽
33.77, SD ⫽ 8.06). There were 46.4% of married/cohabit respondents
whereas 53.6% of respondents were single, divorced, or separated from their
spouses. The educational level showed that 7.8% were high school graduates,
64.3% university/college graduates, 26% with master degrees and 1.6% of
respondents with a doctorate degree. The sample had an average of 16.32
years of formal education (SD ⫽ 1.73). The average job tenure within the
current organization was 6.12 years (SD ⫽ 7.04), ranging from 0.08 to 37
years. Most respondents (77.2%) were nonmanagerial employees, whereas
13%, 7.5%, and 2.3% were entry-level, middle-level, and senior-level managers respectively.
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Instruments

The questionnaire survey had five sections comprising measures of work
stressors, self-efficacy, job satisfaction, job performance, and demographic
background information used as control variables. The survey was administered in Chinese, and all the Chinese version scales have been used in
previous studies with satisfactory reliability and validity. These references
will be given along with the original English version when every scale is
introduced below.

Job Stressors

The three job-related stressors were measured by three different instruments. The workload and interpersonal conflict were measured by Quantitative Workload Inventory (QWI) and Interpersonal Conflict at Work Scale
(ICAWS) respectively (Spector & Jex, 1998). The former contains five items
concerning quantitative amount of workload by statements describing the
amount of work. Respondents answered each statement by indicating the
frequency of occurrence from 1 (never happened) to 5 (always happening).
High sum of scores represents greater amount of workload. The ICAWS is a
four-item scale designed to assess the nature of relationships the respondents
withhold with their coworkers using identical 5-point Likert scale as QWI,
and respondents were asked about how often each situation occurs. High sum
of scores indicates more frequent conflict with colleagues. The lack of
autonomy was assessed by the autonomy subscale in the Job Diagnostic
Survey (JDS, Hackman & Oldham, 1975). Three statements enquiring the
occurrence of high degree of independence and authority to exercise on time
schedule and decision making were presented in the form of 5-point Likert
scale as QWI. The higher sum of scores here represents a greater degree of
autonomy on job, thus scored reversely to align with the previous two scales,
representing higher stress. The Chinese versions of these three scales were
used in Lu et al.’s study (2010) with good psychometric property. The
Cronbach’s alpha is .86 for workload, .74 for interpersonal conflict, and .86
for lack of autonomy in the present sample.

Self-Efficacy

The 10-item General Self-efficacy Scale (Schwarzer, Babler, Kwiatek,
Schroder, & Zhang, 1997) in the form of 6-point Likert scale from 1
(absolutely incorrect) to 6 (absolutely correct) was employed to assess
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general self-efficacy beliefs, defined as a comprehensive and stable sense of
personal competence among employees in different occupations. The higher
sum of scores represents a greater sense of general self-efficacy beliefs. The
Chinese version was used in Lu et al.’s study (2005) with satisfactory
psychometric property. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is .93 in the
present sample.

Job Satisfaction

Job satisfaction was assessed by three items drawn from Michigan
Organizational Assessment Questionnaire (MOAQ) developed by Cammann,
Fichman, Jenkins, and Klesh (1979). The three statements assess the overall
satisfaction with job and related work environment. The Chinese version of
this scale was used in Lu et al.’s study (2010). The three items were utilized
in a 5-point Likert scale form ranging from 1 (never happened) to 5 (always
happening) and the higher sum of scores represents a greater satisfaction with
job. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is .86 in the present sample.

Job Performance

Job performance was assessed along five different dimensions (quantity
of work, quality of work, attendance, job knowledge, and getting along with
others) using the Job Performance Scale (Viswesvaran, Ones, & Schmidt,
1996). The five items were rated on 5-point Likert scales from 1 (very poor)
to 5 (excellent) and the higher sum of scores represents a higher comprehensive performance rating endorsed by employees themselves. The Chinese
version of this scale was used in Lu et al.’s study (2010) with satisfactory
reliability and validity. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is .81 in the
present sample.

Control Variables

The control variables collected for this study included demographic
information pertaining to sex, age, marital status (married, single, or divorced), education level (senior high school, college, master, or doctorate),
tenure, and position (nonmanagerial, entry-level manager, middle-level manager, or senior-level manager) in the organization.
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RESULTS

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and their interrelations.
With regard to the stressor-strain relationships, interpersonal conflict and lack
of autonomy correlated with job satisfaction, while lack of autonomy also
correlated negatively with job performance. However, workload correlated
positively with job performance. The moderator, self-efficacy, correlated
positively with both job satisfaction and job performance.
A series of hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test the
moderating effects of self-efficacy on the stressor-strain relationships. The procedure suggested by Cohen and Cohen (1983) was used to demonstrate the
statistical significance and form of the main and interaction terms. By controlling
the effects of demographic factors, the following were entered in a hierarchical
regression in the order below: Step 1: age, marital status, education years, job
position, seniority; Step 2: stressors (workload, interpersonal conflict, and lack of
autonomy); Step 3: moderator (self-efficacy); Step 4: stressor ⫻ moderator. This
procedure was repeated with two strain indictors (job satisfaction and job
performance). Results are summarized below.

T1

Direct Effects of Stressors and Moderator

Results showed that sources of stress, and self-efficacy contributed
significantly to both job satisfaction and job performance, except that workload was not a predictor for job satisfaction. Among these direct effects, a
positive relationship between workload and job performance was found.
Across job satisfaction and job performance, average standardize beta coefficients were: .123 (workload), ⫺.354 (lack of autonomy), ⫺.201 (interpersonal conflict), and .242 (self-efficacy).
Moderating Effects of Self-Efficacy

We found that self-efficacy moderated the relationships between lack of
autonomy and two strain indicators (full regression models shown in Table 2
Table 1. Interrelations Among Main Research Variables
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Workload
Interpersonal conflict
Lack of autonomy
Job satisfaction
Job performance
Self-efficacy

ⴱⴱ

p ⬍ .01.

ⴱⴱⴱ

p ⬍ .001.

Mean

SD

17.54
8.39
7.02
10.96
18.29
41.71

3.31
—
2.21
.31ⴱⴱⴱ
2.06 ⫺.09
2.12 ⫺.06
3.05
.25ⴱⴱⴱ
6.73
.18ⴱⴱ

1

2

3

4

5

—
.21ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.36ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.10
⫺.04

—
⫺.48ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.37ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.33ⴱⴱⴱ

—
.33ⴱⴱⴱ
.27ⴱⴱⴱ

—
.48ⴱⴱⴱ

T2
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Table 2. Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Job Satisfaction With Self-Efficacy
as Moderator
Dependent variable

Job satisfaction

Step

Predictors

␤

␤

␤

␤

1

Age
Marital status
Education years
Job position
Seniority
Workload (WL)
Lack of autonomy (LOA)
Interpersonal conflict (IC)
Self-efficacy
WL ⫻ Self-efficacy
LOA ⫻ Self-efficacy
IC ⫻ Self-efficacy
Total R2
⌬R2
Final F

.003
.135
.035
.034
.037

⫺.053
.124
.028
.020
.009
⫺.015
⫺.406ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.281ⴱⴱⴱ

⫺.046
.115
.010
⫺.006
.017
⫺.034
⫺.367ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.276ⴱⴱⴱ
.132ⴱ

.031
—
1.833

.314
.284ⴱⴱⴱ
16.435ⴱⴱⴱ

.328
.014ⴱ
15.513ⴱⴱⴱ

⫺.048
.104
.005
⫺.012
.024
⫺.024
⫺.393ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.262ⴱⴱⴱ
.117ⴱ
.044
⫺.107ⴱ
.023
.342
.014ⴱ
12.258ⴱⴱⴱ

2
3
4

ⴱ

p ⬍ .05.

ⴱⴱⴱ

p ⬍ .001.

and Table 3). Following Cohen and Cohen (1983), the unstandardized
regression coefficients (B) and constant of the moderated regression equation
obtained at Step 4 were used to plot the regression of job satisfaction and job
performance on self-efficacy at two levels of stress: high stress (⫹1 SD above
the sample mean), and low stress (⫺1 SD below the sample mean).
Figure 1 shows that individuals with high levels of self-efficacy responded with much worse job satisfaction when lack of autonomy was high.
Table 3. Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Job Performance With Self-Efficacy
as Moderator
Dependent variable

Job performance

Step

Predictors

␤

␤

␤

␤

1

Age
Marital status
Education years
Job position
Seniority
Workload (WL)
Lack of autonomy (LOA)
Interpersonal conflict (IC)
Self-efficacy
WL ⫻ Self-efficacy
LOA ⫻ Self-efficacy
IC ⫻ Self-efficacy
Total R2
⌬R2
Final F

.116
.032
.161
.086
.029

.057
.015
.173
.039
.026
.260ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.302ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.121ⴱ

.074
⫺.011
.124
⫺.029
.045
.208ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.199ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.109ⴱ
.352ⴱⴱⴱ

.066
—
4.109ⴱⴱ

.238
.172ⴱⴱⴱ
11.227ⴱⴱⴱ

.338
.099ⴱⴱⴱ
16.167ⴱⴱⴱ

.076
⫺.002
.129
⫺.022
.037
.198ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.174ⴱⴱ
⫺.123ⴱ
.367ⴱⴱⴱ
⫺.040
.109ⴱ
⫺.019
.351
.014ⴱ
12.756ⴱⴱⴱ

2
3
4

ⴱ

p ⬍ .05.

ⴱⴱ

p ⬍ .01.

ⴱⴱⴱ

p ⬍ .001.

T3

F1
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ˆ˃

Jobʳ Satisfaction

˅ˈ
˅˃
˛˼˺˻ʳ̆˸˿˹ˀ˸˹˹˼˶˴˶̌

˄ˈ

˟̂̊ʳ̆˸˿˹ˀ˸˹˹˼˶˴˶̌

˄˃
ˈ
˟̂̊ʳ̆̇̅˸̆̆ʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳ ˛˼˺˻ʳ̆̇̅˸̆̆ʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳ
ʻ˿˴˶˾ʳ̂˹ʳ˴̈̇̂́̂̀̌ʼ
ʻ˿˴˶˾ʳ̂˹ʳ˴̈̇̂́̂̀̌ʼ
Figure 1. The moderating effect of self-efficacy on the lack of autonomy-job satisfaction

relationship.

Figure 2 shows that individuals with high level of self-efficacy responded
with much better job performance when lack of autonomy was high. In other
words, self-efficacy exacerbated the negative impact of lack of autonomy on
job satisfaction but buffered the negative impact of lack of autonomy on job
performance. In addition, we examined whether the four slopes in Figures 1
and 2 are different from zero and whether the slopes of two pairs of simple
regression lines do differ from each other. Following Aiken and West (1991),
the results showed that each slope is significantly different from zero (t ⫽
⫺2.15, p ⬍ .01 for low self-efficacy, SE and t ⫽ ⫺2.12, p ⬍ .01 for high SE
in Figure 1; t ⫽ 2.04, p ⬍ .01 for low SE and t ⫽ 2.06, p ⬍ .01 for high SE
in Figure 2); and the slopes of two pairs of simple regression lines also
significantly differ from each other (t ⫽ ⫺2.03, p ⬍ .01 in Figure 1 and t ⫽
2.10, p ⬍ .01 in Figure 2).
DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to reexamine the stressor-strain relationships as established by Western studies (e.g., Jex & Gudanowski, 1992;
Spector & Jex, 1998; Tai & Liu, 2007) in Taiwan, and to extent the extant
literature to explore the moderating effects of self-efficacy on the stressorstrain relationships. Results indicated similar as well as dissimilar patterns
comparing to prior studies. First, interpersonal conflict and lack of autonomy
both exhibited significant negative relationships with job satisfaction, which

F2
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ˆ˃

Job Performance

˅ˈ

˅˃

˟̂̊ʳ̆˸˿˹ˀ˸˹˹˼˶˴˶̌
˛˼˺˻ʳ̆˸˿˹ˀ˸˹˹˼˶˴˶̌

˄ˈ

˄˃
˟̂̊ʳ̆̇̅˸̆̆ʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳ
ʻ˿˴˶˾ʳ̂˹ʳ˴̈̇̂́̂̀̌ʼ

˛˼˺˻ʳ̆̇̅˸̆̆ʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳʳ
ʻ˿˴˶˾ʳ̂˹ʳ˴̈̇̂́̂̀̌ʼ

Figure 2. The moderating effect of self-efficacy on the lack of autonomy-job performance
relationship.

corroborated with previous studies on associations between interpersonal
conflict and psychological strains (Beehr & McGrath, 1992; Narayanan et al.,
1999), and between lack of autonomy and job satisfaction measured either in
global or individual facets (Spector, 1986; Stansfeld, North, White, & Marmot, 1995). A significant negative relation between lack of autonomy and job
performance was found, which was also in line with previous studies (Morgeson, Delaney-Klinger, & Hemingway, 2005; Zellars & Perrewée, 2001).
Second, although previous studies demonstrated when work quantity was
perceived as an imbalance to individual’s capability it could lead to psychological strains and detrimental job satisfaction (Kushnir & Melamed, 1991;
Westman & Eden, 1992), this association was not found in the present study.
Instead, workload was actually found to have a positive association with job
performance. Our results seem to suggest that workload may under some
circumstances inspire and energize employees to thrive at work, corroborating Jex’s (1998) suggestion that workload might possess either positive or
negative relationships with job performance for different people. A recent
study conducted with a large heterogeneous sample of Chinese workers in
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and mainland China also found a positive association
between workload and self-reported job performance (Lu et al., 2010).
Although evidence is still scarce, it does seem to support the notion of
workload as a “challenge stressor” which was found to be positively related
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to job satisfaction (Cavanaugh, Boswell, Roehling, & Boudreau, 2000). This
new revelation of workload as an energizer rather than a hindrance certainly
warrants more examination in future studies.
Third, a significant moderating effect of self-efficacy on the lack of
autonomy-job satisfaction relationship was unveiled and it indicated that
self-efficacy actually exacerbated the negative impact of lack of autonomy on
job satisfaction. Another significant moderating effect was also found involving lack of autonomy, indicating that self-efficacy buffered the negative
impact of this stressor on job performance. These patterns represent clearly
the role of self-efficacy as a double-edged sword portrayed in our hypothesis,
but are inconsistent with existing Western findings. Such results need to be
viewed from an emic Chinese cultural perspective.
In accordance with the Confucian tradition, most Taiwanese organizations institute a well-structured and rigid authorization system. From the
perspective of high self-efficacy individuals, the gap between actual and
desired level of job autonomy/control may damage their job satisfaction to a
greater degree, as compared with those who are more in tuned with the
dominant cultural value of obedience (Lu, 2006). In other words, individuals
with higher self-efficacy may be more prone to distress when perceived
control over their jobs is lower (lack of autonomy). Somehow to compensate
for damped psychological well-being, people with high self-efficacy may
double their efforts at work, to realize their firm beliefs on their capabilities
to accomplish. Thus, the buffering effect on job performance was observed
in this study. Taken together, self-efficacy performed as a double-edged
sword for Taiwanese employees: exacerbating their psychological strain
(e.g., job dissatisfaction) but protecting their work performance, when decision discretion at work was low.
It needs to be noted that while the protective direct effect of self-efficacy
was consistent across job satisfaction and job performance, the moderating
effects were only found pertaining to lack of autonomy as a stressor. Selfefficacy did not moderate the relationships between workload and interpersonal conflict as stressors and job satisfaction and job performance as strains.
Furthermore, the magnitude of these statistically significant moderating effects was small, though interaction effects are routinely small and difficult to
discern in work stress research (Cooper et al., 2001). Future studies are
needed to replicate the “double-edged sword effect” of self-efficacy on other
work stressors, and perhaps with samples from other Chinese societies.
One contribution of this study was the examination of moderating effects
of self-efficacy on the stressor-strain relationships revealing its role as a
double-edged sword in the Confucian Taiwan, contrary to what may be
inferred from Western theoretical perspectives. As acknowledged above, the
effective sizes associated with the interaction terms were relatively small,
however, Evans (1985) did point out that moderator effects which explain a
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very small portion of variance in a regression may still be meaningful. Thus
the moderating effects found in this study should warrant further examination
in the future, maybe in the context of other job stressors.
Another contribution of the present study is the inclusion of job performance as a strain variable which has rarely been examined in work stress
research (Cooper et al., 2001). Even more interestingly, our results showed
that the moderating effects of self-efficacy were entirely different for psychological strains and behavior outcomes. Including job performance as a
behavioral indicator enriches our understanding of the stressor-strain relationships and highlights the importance of such outcome criterion from an
organizational point of view.
It should be kept in mind that our data came from a cross-sectional study,
so we cannot draw causal conclusions about the effects of stressors on strains.
Furthermore, the single-source nature of the data raises possibilities of shared
biases that may have affected observed relationships. Another limitation is
that we did not recruit a representative sample due to limited time and
resources; instead, we employed purposive sampling method. Although we
controlled the number of questionnaires sent to any single company (the
maximum is 15) and surveyed different regions across Taiwan, the generalization of research findings should still be cautious. Also, our explanations
regarding the moderating effects are speculative. It is thus imperative that
further investigations should not only incorporate individual difference factors such as self-efficacy, but also attempt to delineate the mechanisms with
which these presumed moderators impact on the stressor-strain relationships.
Of course, more research should be conducted in non-Western countries, as
we have shown that culture may be an overarching explanatory framework in
the work stress context.
In sum, we found that self-efficacy acted as both an exacerbator and a
buffer on the stressor-strain relationships for cultural Chinese workers in
Taiwan. Employees with high levels of self-efficacy experienced worse job
satisfaction but better job performance in a paternalistic and autocratic work
environment when decision latitude is low. Our results suggest caution in
generalizing findings from the West to the East across cultural borders. More
refined cultural analysis is thus called for.
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