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Does artificial intelligence (AI) anxiety increase employees’ deviant behavior toward the
organization? The role of emotional exhaustion and leadership support
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Abstract: This study investigated the relationship between AI anxiety and deviant behavior, as well as the roles of
emotional exhaustion and leader support in this context. The sample comprised 381 Chinese e-commerce employees
(72.7% female, age range 21–36 years). The results of the Process model analysis indicate that AI anxiety significantly is
associated with higher deviant behaviour. Emotional exhaustion partially mediates this relationship between AI anxiety and
employee deviant behavior exacerbating deviant behaviour. Leader support moderates the AI anxiety effect on emotional
exhaustion such that when leader support is low. AI anxiety is associated with higher emotional exhaustion among
employees. By implication, high levels of leader support can alleviate AI anxiety of employees. Employer organizations
should provide appropriate guidance when introducing AI technology to prevent AI anxiety and associated emotional
exhaustion and deviant behavior.
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Introduction
Artificial intelligence (AI) technology is reshaping the
work world in unprecedented ways with its capabil-
ities in automated reasoning, machine learning, and
autonomous decision-making (Tang et al., 2023). AI is
now integrated across various industries, including intelli-
gent service robots in hospitality, chatbots like ChatGPT,
autonomous driving and logistics optimization in trans-
portation, and tools like Midjourney in design resulting
in shifts in employment structures (Tschang & Almirall,
2021). However, as new technologies emerge and pro-
ductivity increases, human labor demand often decreases
(Dedrick et al., 2003), and the human labour “substitution
effect” of AI is causing anxiety among some employees
who fear job displacement Regrettably, AI anxiety can
significantly impact individuals’ learning, work, and daily
life (Li & Huang, 2020). According to projections from
the McKinsey Global Institute, the rapid advance of AI
suggests that by 2030, 15% to 30% of the global workforce
could face the threat of unemployment, with millions more
needing to change careers or upgrade their skills to adapt
to these industry shifts (Manyika et al., 2017). Employees
may engage in deviant behaviour to counteract what they
may perceived as AI threats to their job security, in the
absence of proactive leadership.

This calls for studies on the leadership qualities that
would provide employees with a sense of AI safety for their
work and organization thriving

AI anxiety and workplace deviant behavior
AI anxiety refers presents itself in various forms, including
heightened fears of personal privacy breaches with insuf-
ficient regulation (Evans, 2009), and threats to employees
with reliance by employers on AI massive data anal-
ysis in decision-making with a lack of transparency
(Lloyd, 2018; Russell et al., 2015; Stahl & Wright, 2018)

concerns about AI lack of transparency its operations,
and seeming existential threats to human worker con-
tinuation (Bostrom, 2002; Clarke, 2019; Haladjian &
Montemayor, 2016; Iphofen & Kritikos, 2021; Radanliev
et al., 2022; Sehrawat, 2017). On the one hand, as a
potential motivational force, AI anxiety can foster learning
behavior (Wang & Wang, 2022) which would be advantage
the competitiveness of both employees and their employer
organizations enhancing their skills with job redesign
(Cheng et al., 2023). On the other hand, AI anxiety can
also lead to job insecurity, which may have the undesirable
effect of increasing unwanted employee turnover (Koo
et al., 2021) and employee deviant behavior. The role of
leadership in managing this AI anxiety remains unclear,
yet essential for organizations navigating the challenges of
AI-driven transformations.

To alleviate the discomfort caused by anxiety, indi-
viduals may engage in avoidance behaviors. However,
avoidance does not address the root of the problem, requir-
ing individuals to exert self-control to cope with ongoing
anxiety, which further depletes their resources (Eysenck
et al., 2007). For instance, when faced with the pressures
of learning complex AI technologies, individuals may feel
anxious but realize that avoidance does not resolve the
underlying challenge. Consequently, they must exert effort
to suppress their anxiety and complete their tasks. In both
passive and active scenarios, anxiety depletes self-control
resources, ultimately leading to emotional exhaustion.

Psychological resources are critical in regulating indi-
vidual behavior. When these resources were depleted,
employees’ resistance to AI increased (Brougham & Haar,
2018). This resistance behavior manifests in various forms,
including service sabotage (Ma & Ye, 2022; Zhao et al.,
2023). Research by Zhao et al. (2023) indicates that
employees may violate organizational norms and sabotage
Employees may express dissatisfaction by intentionally
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reducing their job performance, which not only compro-
mises service quality but also potentially harms customer
satisfaction and organizational reputation. On the one
hand, AI anxiety, as a workplace stressor, exacerbates
employees’ concerns about future job stability, which may
trigger destructive behaviors. On the other hand, AI sys-
tem services may serve to protect depletion ofemployee
resources so that employees would be more success-
ful in their job roles and organizational commitment
(Teng et al., 2024).

The mediating role of emotional exhaustion
The introduction of AI technology may exacerbate
employees’ feelings of insecurity, triggering anxiety that
may lead individuals into a state of self-depletion and
emotional exhaustion. The link between AI-induced anx-
iety and emotional exhaustion can be categorized into
two aspects: passive and active. First, anxious individu-
als often struggle to disengage from stimuli related to
environmental threats (Bar-Haim et al., 2007). This height-
ened sensitivity causes their attention to be automatically
drawn to external stimuli, disrupting daily tasks (Englert &
Bertrams, 2012). In this scenario, anxious individuals must
allocate more self-control resources to manage the distrac-
tions (Englert & Bertrams, 2012). Once these resources are
depleted, individuals lose the capacity for self-regulation,
potentially leading to emotional exhaustion (Prem et al.,
2016). Thus, AI-induced anxiety may passively drive
individuals into a state of emotional exhaustion. Second,
anxious individuals tend to experience heightened inse-
curity and are more inclined to avoid anxiety-inducing
situations (Mackey & Perrewé, 2014).

The moderating effect of leader support
In the workplace, employee motivation and satisfaction
largely depend on the level of environmental support
they receive (Klaeijsen et al., 2018), and leader support,
specifically, is viewed as the level of support employees
perceive from their superiors (Zhang et al., 2019). Lead-
ersship is a crucial link between employees and work
technologies (Bedi et al., 2016), providing resources and
helping employees maintain emotional stability and pre-
venting emotional exhaustion. AI-related anxiety, may lead
to emotional exhaustion and deviant workplace behaviour
in the absence of leadership support.

Theoretical Foundations
According to self-control theory, individuals can experi-
ence self-depletion during acts of willpower (Baumeister
et al., 2018). When self-control resources are exhausted
(i.e., during emotional exhaustion), not only are posi-
tive behaviors suppressed, but impulsive behaviors may
also emerge (Fehr et al., 2017). This is because, when
their control energy is depleted, individuals may abandon
responsibility for themselves or others, indulging in short-
term desires (Loewenstein, 1996). In essence, self-control
is a balancing act between restraint and indulgence, with
self-control resources acting as the fulcrum. When the
fulcrum is broken (i.e., during emotional exhaustion),
behavior may shift toward indulgence. For instance, a
person on a diet may, when their self-control energy

is depleted, abandon their healthy eating habits and opt
for unhealthy food choices (Baumeister et al., 2008).
Therefore, when individuals experience emotional exhaus-
tion, they may fail to suppress internal impulses, leading
to deviant behaviors as a means of satisfying immedi-
ate desires.

Goal of the study
This study aimed to explore how Artificial Intelligence
(AI) anxiety may increase employees’ deviant behavior
toward the organization, and the role of emotional exhaus-
tion and leadership support in that relationship. Based on
these objectives, a moderated mediation model has been
developed, as shown in Figure 1 presents our moderated
mediation model for studying these relationship. Based on
this model, we tested the following hypotheses:

Emotional

exhaustion  

AI anxiety 
Deviance

behavior  

Leader

support  

Figure 1. Research model

H1. AI anxiety is associated with higher workplace
deviant behavior.

H2. Emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship
between AI anxiety and workplace deviant behavior for
higher workplace deviant behavior.

H3. Leader support moderates the AI anxiety effect on
workplace deviant behavior through emotional exhaustion
for lower workplace deviant behavior.

The development of artificial intelligence (AI) technol-
ogy has brought convenience to daily life and improved
production efficiency, but it has also generated anxi-
ety. While many studies have explored the definition
and dimensions of AI anxiety, the relationship between
AI anxiety and workplace deviant behavior remains
under-researched. Therefore, a deeper understanding of
employees’ anxiety and its impact on behavior is cru-
cial for organizational management, particularly in the
context of rapid technological advancements like AI. Orga-
nizations may need to implement effective measures to
alleviate employee anxiety, reduce deviant behavior, and
foster a healthier work environment.

Methods

Participants and procedure
The data were collected from an e-commerce service com-
pany employees (n = 381) located in Guangxi Province,
China. The sample comprised 104 males (27.3%) and 277
females (72.7%) (age range 21 to 36 years). In terms of
education, the majority of participants held vocational col-
lege degrees (75.9%), followed by undergraduate degrees
(15.7%), and high school or technical secondary education
(8.4%).
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Measures
This study employed established scales from international
research to measure AI anxiety, emotional exhaustion,
leader support, and deviant behavior. All scales are on a
7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
7 (strongly agree).

AI anxiety
The AI anxiety scale, developed by Li and Huang (2020),
consists six items on two dimensions: work replacement
anxiety and learning anxiety. Sample items include: “I am
worried that AI will replace my work in the future.”, “I do
not think I would be able to perform well in professional
courses in AI.” The Cronbach’s α for AI anxiety scale
scores was 0.918.

Emotional exhaustion
The emotional exhaustion scale, developed by Maslach
et al. (1997), consists of six items, Sample itemsare: “I
feel emotionally drained from my work.”, “I feel exhausted
after a long day at work.” The Cronbach’s α for the
emotional exhaustion scale is 0.926.

Leader support
The leader support scale, adapted from House and Wells
(1978) by Zhang et al. (2019), consists of five items.
Example items include: “My leader listens to my work-
related problems.”, “My leader gives me aid in making
work-related decisions.” The Cronbach’s α for the leader
support scale scores was 0.925.

Deviance behavior
The deviance behavior scale, developed by Bennett and
Robinson (2000), includes eight items. Example items
are: “Spent too much time fantasizing or daydreaming
instead of working.”, “Came in late to work without per-
mission.” The Cronbach’s α for the deviance behavior scale
scoreswas 0.941.

Procedure
Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Sci-
entific Research Collaboration Department of Guangxi
Eco-Engineering Vocational and Technical College. All
participants consented to the study. They were informed
about the voluntary nature of the study and the confiden-
tiality of their data. Data were collected online in two
phases—initially on AI anxiety, emotional exhaustion, and
deviant behaviour; and one month later on perceptions of
leader support.

Data analysis
We utilized AMOS 24 and SPSS 22 for analysis.
First, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis and
a common method variance test. Next, we performed
Pearson correlation analysis on the primary variables
and control variables. Finally, we examined the mediat-
ing effect of emotional exhaustion using the PROCESS
macro (Model 4) and assessed the moderating effect of
leader support on the AI anxiety-emotional exhaustion-
deviance behavior mediation using the PROCESS macro
(Model 7). Specifically, we employed the bootstrap method

to calculate 95% confidence intervals (CI). Results were
considered significant if the 95% CI did not include zero.

Confirmatory factor analysis
Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted using AMOS
24, and the model fit indices are presented in the Table 1.
Among the models tested, the four-factor model—compri-
sing AI Anxiety, Emotional Exhaustion, Leader Sup-
port, and Deviance Behavior—demonstrated the best
fit [χ2/df = 1.171, RMSEA = 0.021, CFI = 0.994,
TLI = 0.993, SRMR = 0.029]. This indicates that the four-
factor model exhibits appropriate discriminant validity.
For assessing common method variance, Harman’s single-
factor test was employed. The results revealed that the
variance explained by the first factor was 48.779%, which
is below the 50% threshold. Therefore, no serious common
method bias was detected in this study.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis
The means and standard deviations of each variable are
shown in the Table 2. AI anxiety is positively correlated
with emotional exhaustion (r = 0.785, p < 0.01), and
negatively correlated with leader support (r = −0.298,
p < 0.01). Additionally, AI anxiety is positively correlated
with deviance behavior (r = 0.803, p < 0.01). Emotional
exhaustion is negatively correlated with leader support
(r = −0.272, p < 0.01) and positively correlated with
deviance behavior (r = 0.815, p < 0.01). Leader support is
negatively correlated with deviance behavior (r = −0.313,
p < 0.01).

AI anxiety effect on deviant behavior
As shown in Figure 2, AI anxiety significantly affects
deviant behavior (β = 0.7875, p < 0.01), thus supporting
Hypothesis 1.

Emotional exhaustion mediation
We used PROCESS V3.3 with model 4 for a bootstrap-
based analysis to examine the mediation effect of
emotional exhaustion. Demographic variables (Sex, Age,
Edu) were included as control variables. The results
indicate that the direct effect of AI anxiety on
deviance behavior is 0.4176, which is significant
[95% CI = (0.3345, 0.5007), excluding 0]. Addition-
ally, as Figure 2, emotional exhaustion positively impacts
deviance behavior with significant results. Emotional
exhaustion mediates the effect of AI anxiety on deviance
behavior, with an indirect effect of 0.3683, also significant
[95% CI = (0.2684, 0.4738), excluding 0]. Therefore,
emotional exhaustion partially mediates the relationship
between AI anxiety and deviance behavior, supporting
Hypothesis 2.

Moderated mediation analysis
We used the PROCESS V3.3 macro (model 7) to
examine the moderated mediation effect. As shown in
the Table 3, AI anxiety positively predicts emotional
exhaustion (β = 0.7626, p < 0.001), and emotional
exhaustion positively predicts deviant behavior (β =
0.4689, p < 0.001). Although leader support does not
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Table 1. Results of confirmatory factor analyses

Model χ2 df χ2/df RMSEA CFI TLI SRMR

4 factor mode 4 315.046 269 1.171 0.021 0.994 0.993 0.029
AIA, EE, LS, DB
3 factor mode 3 562.920 272 2.070 0.053 0.962 0.958 0.036
AIA + EE, LS, DB
2 factor mode 2 1812.505 274 6.615 0.122 0.799 0.780 0.113
AIA + EE, LS + DB
1 factor mode l 2059.626 275 7.490 0.131 0.767 0.746 0.116
AIA + EE + LS + DB

Note. n = 381; AIA = AI anxiety; EE = emotional exhaustion; LS = leader support;
DB = deviance behavior.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations of variables

Mean SD Sex Age Edu AIA EE LS DB

Sex 1.73 0.446 1
Age 1.86 0.603 0.061 1
Edu 2.07 0.487 0.008 0.062 1
AIA 4.31 1.520 0.000 0.046 −0.082 1
EE 4.30 1.524 −0.021 −0.005 −0.108* 0.785** 1
LS 4.05 1.592 −0.012 −0.116* 0.015 −0.298** −0.272** 1
DB 4.34 1.490 0.025 0.011 −0.101* 0.803** 0.815** −0.313** 1

Note. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. AIA = AI anxiety; EE = emotional exhaustion; LS = leader support;
DB = deviance behavior.

EE 

AIA DB

Figure 2. The mediating effect of emotional exhaustion. Note: ***p < 0.001. C’ represents the direct effect of AI anxiety on deviant
behavior. C denotes the total effect of AI anxiety on deviant behavior. AIA = AI anxiety. EE = emotional exhaustion. DB = deviance
behavior.

Table 3. Moderated mediation analyses

Outcome
variables

Predictive
variables

R R2 F β SE t 95% CI

DB
AIA 0.8572 0.7348 207.8529 0.4176 0.0423 9.8810*** [0.3345, 0.5007]
EE 0.4689 0.0422 11.1035*** [0.3858, 0.5519]

EE
AIA 0.7996 0.6393 110.4826 0.7626 0.0328 23.2533*** [0.6981, 0.8271]
LS −0.0563 0.0314 −1.7925 [−0.1181, 0.0055]

AIA*LS −0.0830 0.0200 −4.1593*** [−0.1223, −0.0438]

Note. ***p < 0.001. AIA = AI anxiety. EE = emotional exhaustion. LS = leader support. DB = deviance behavior.

significantly influence emotional exhaustion, the interac-
tion between AI anxiety and leader support significantly
affects emotional exhaustion (β = −0.0830, p < 0.001).
This indicates that leader support moderates the mediating
effect of emotional exhaustion between AI anxiety and
deviant behavior, thus supporting hypothesis 3.

To further explore the moderating effect of leader sup-
port, a simple slope analysis was conducted. As shown in
the Figure 3 and Table 4, when leader support is low (mean
−1 SD), the mediating effect of AI anxiety on deviant
behavior through emotional exhaustion is significant and
relatively strong [β = 0.4195, 95% CI = (0.3075, 0.5342),
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Figure 3. Simple slope of the interaction between AI anxiety and
leader support on emotional exhaustion

excluding 0]. When leader support is high (mean +1
SD), the mediating effect remains significant but is weaker
[β = 0.2956, 95% CI = (0.2030, 0.4077), excluding 0].
The difference in the mediating effect of AI anxiety on
deviant behavior through emotional exhaustion is signif-
icant at different levels of leader support [β = −0.0389,
95% CI = (−0.0609, −0.0189), excluding 0]. These
results suggest that the impact of AI anxiety on deviant
behavior through emotional exhaustion decreases as leader
support increases, thereby supporting Hypothesis 3.

Discussion
This study found AI anxiety to be associated with higher
employees workplace deviant behavior, which is consis-
tent with previous research findings (Chen et al., 2017).
Deviant behavior is often viewed as a direct manifestation
of anxiety (Bauer & Spector, 2015; Judge et al., 2006).
If negative deviant deviant behaviour, it would pose a
serious threat to employer organization competitiveness
from workflow disruptions (Christian & Ellis, 2011).

Secondly, our study reveals a partial mediating role
of emotional exhaustion in the relationship between AI
anxiety and workplace deviant behavior. Although there
is no direct evidence supporting this specific hypothe-
sis, existing research has established a significant link
between anxiety and emotional exhaustion (Fraschini
& Park, 2021), as well as between emotional exhaus-
tion and deviant behavior in the workplace (Ghasemi,
2022; Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004; Karatepe & Choub-
tarash, 2014). These findings align with the theory of

self-control, which posits that individuals have the capac-
ity to consciously regulate their behavior, thoughts, and
emotions to suppress immediate impulses (Lange et al.,
2012). However, self-control is a resource-depleting pro-
cess (Hagger et al., 2010). When these resources are
exhausted, individuals may experience emotional exhaus-
tion, making it difficult to effectively control behavior,
which can lead to deviant actions in the workplace,
such as turnover, absenteeism, or ridiculing colleagues
(Baumeister et al., 2018; Koutsimani et al., 2019; Neves
& Champion, 2015). Therefore, in the age of AI, organi-
zations must pay greater attention to employees’ mental
health and emotional management, as these factors may
indirectly influence both employee behavior and overall
organizational well-being. Additionally, we call upon the
academic community to further explore the relationship
between AI anxiety and workplace deviance.

Finally, the results of the moderation analysis reveal
the role of leader support in moderating the mediating
effect of emotional exhaustion between AI anxiety and
deviant behavior. This finding is consistent with existing
research, which demonstrates that support can alleviate
the emotional impact caused by anxiety, whether it be
organizational or social support (Jones et al., 1991). Leader
support, as a specific form of social support, plays a
positive role in reducing subordinates’ stress and anxiety
(Zhang et al., 2019). This finding further confirms the
resource substitution function of leader support within the
self-control theory, suggesting that when employees per-
ceive support from their leaders, their self-control capacity
is strengthened (Zhang et al., 2019). Therefore, this study
highlights the critical role of leader support in promoting
employees’ mental health and reducing deviant behavior.

Implications for Research and Practice
This study holds significant implications for the related
field. First, it demonstrates that AI anxiety can significantly
influence deviant behavior, extending the understanding
of AI anxiety’s effects beyond its impact on learning
motivation (Wang & Wang, 2022) to include its influence
on negative behaviors. Additionally, we identify the par-
tial mediating role of emotional exhaustion between AI
anxiety and deviant behavior, indicating that employees
engaging in workplace deviant behavior may be experi-
encing emotional exhaustion. As posited by self-control
theory, anxiety depletes individuals’ control resources.
Managers can improve the internal stress environment of
the organization through their leadership style, which, in
turn, enhances employee satisfaction with the company
(Avolio et al., 2004).

Table 4. When emotional exhaustion is the mediating variable, the moderating effect of leader support at
three levels

Type of effect leader support Effect Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Levels of moderator

−1.5917 0.4195 0.0580 0.3075 0.5342
mean 0.3576 0.0524 0.2596 0.4679
1.5917 0.2956 0.0520 0.2030 0.4077
index −0.0389 0.0109 −0.0609 −0.0189
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Secondly, in the context of AI development, AI anx-
iety emerges as a critical factor in triggering deviant
behavior. Therefore, organizations introducing AI tech-
nologies should provide AI training programs to facilitate
a smoother transition for employees into the AI era.
Moreover, reducing emotional exhaustion may be key
to minimizing deviant behavior. Organizations should
establish psychological counseling services and related
programs to help employees manage anxiety-induced emo-
tional issues. Additionally, our findings suggest that leader
support can serve as a substitute resource for self-control,
safeguarding employees from emotional strain. Thus, orga-
nizations should promote positive leadership practices to
mitigate the emotional toll caused by an anxiety-inducing
organizational climate.

Limitations and Future Directions
This study has certain limitations. First, the sample is
drawn from a single organization, without including mem-
bers from other types of organizations. Future research
should collect data from a broader range of organizational
contexts to replicate our findings. Second, the assessment
of deviant behavior relies on self-reported data, which
may introduce bias. Future studies should employ more
reliable evaluation methods, such as observational tech-
niques or interviews, to improve the accuracy of behavioral
assessments.

The influence of AI extends far beyond productivity
gains. Although AI has brought unprecedented conve-
nience to society and significantly increased efficiency,
it also demands that employees continuously update and
enhance their skills to keep pace with the rapidly evolving
technological landscape (Daugherty & Wilson, 2018). For
future directions, there is need studies on employee AI
adaptation to reduce anxiety by employees struggle to stay
in step with the rapid development of AI technologies.

Conclusion
In this study, we examined the relationship between AI
anxiety and deviant behavior, as well as the underlying
mechanisms of this relationship. The results indicate that
emotional exhaustion partially mediates the relationship
between AI anxiety and deviant behavior, while leader sup-
port mitigates the impact of AI anxiety on deviant behavior
through emotional exhaustion. When leader support is low,
AI anxiety exerts a stronger influence on individuals’ emo-
tional states. However, with high levels of leader support,
employees’ anxiety is alleviated. These findings fill a gap
in the research on the relationship between AI anxiety and
deviant behavior and offer guidance on how to reduce the
negative impact of anxiety in the age of AI.
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