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Abstract: This study examined how exploitative leadership undermines employees’ experience of flow with work role
overload and traditionalist values. Data were collected from 361 staff members across diverse industries in China (females
= 58.17%, mean age = 32.14, SD = 5.83). Structural equation modeling results indicated that exploitative leadership
reduces employees’ work-related flow via increased role overload. Furthermore, employees’ traditionality level moderates
the exploitative leadership effects on role overload. Specifically, employees with higher traditionality reported lower role
overload when experiencing exploitative leadership, suggesting that cultural values may buffer its negative impact. This
study contributes to understanding the mechanism and contextual factors linking exploitative leadership to work-related
flow, filling a gap in the literature. Organizations are encouraged to reduce exploitative leadership behaviors through
leadership development programs and to consider employees’ value orientations when designing work environments.
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Introduction

In today’s fiercely competitive global market, organiza-
tions strive not only to enhance performance but also
to prioritize employees’ well-being as a foundation for
sustainable development. Work-related flow (WF) plays
a crucial role in enhancing employees’ well-being and
performance (Liu et al., 2023). Numerous studies have
shown that when employees are highly intrinsically moti-
vated, deeply engaged in their work, and enjoy their
tasks—in other words, when they achieve a state of flow
at work (Balkker, 2008)—they tend to perform better
(Bakker, 2008), exhibit greater creativity (Fredrickson,
2011), and experience health and happiness (Bryce &
Haworth, 2002; Demerouti, 2006). Leadership, as a cru-
cial component of organizations, significantly influences
employees’ work-related flow (Lan et al., 2017; Schermuly
& Meyer, 2020). However, these positive outcomes may
not hold under exploitative leadership, which prioritizes
personal gain over the mutual development of employees
and the organization. By definition, exploitative leadership
negatively impacts employees’ job performance (Moin
et al., 2024; Syed et al., 2021) and service performance
(Wu et al., 2021), while also diminishing positive behav-
iors such as voice (Bajaba et al., 2023), innovation (Wang
etal., 2023a), and knowledge sharing (Wang et al., 2023b).
Yet, the mechanisms behind exploitative leadership and
employees’ work-related flow remain a gap in current
research, and particularly in collectivistic cultures like
China.

Exploitative leadership and employee’s work-related flow
Exploitative leadership (EL), which is widespread in
both Eastern and Western organizations, involves gaining

personal benefits through pressuring, manipulating, and
impeding subordinates’ growth (Schmid et al., 2019).
It is a self-interested leadership style characterized by
low hostility and directed toward subordinates (Schmid
et al., 2018). It comprises five dimensions: genuine ego-
istic behaviors, exerting pressure, providing insufficient
challenge to followers, taking credit, and manipulating
subordinates (Schmid et al., 2019). For instance, exploita-
tive leadership behaviors (e.g., taking credit) can trigger a
sense of resource threat in employees, leading to anxiety
about future resource depletion and heightened psycholog-
ical stress (Schmid et al., 2019).

We hypothesize that exploitative leadership weakens
employees’ work-related flow based on the following rea-
sons. On one hand, exploitative leadership has been shown
to reduce diminishes employees’ harmonious passion (Sun
et al., 2023), causing negative emotions, psychological
distress (Majeed & Fatima, 2020; Akram et al., 2024; Guo
et al., 2021), and even depression (Akhtar et al., 2022),
thereby leading to a loss of psychological resources.
Drawing on the Conservation of Resources (COR) theory,
resource loss has a stronger impact than resource gain
(Hobfoll et al., 2018). When employees face exploita-
tive leadership, they experience significant psychological
resource loss, which hinders their ability to develop strong
interest in work (Nielsen & Cleal, 2010), derive enjoy-
ment, and experience flow—a peak state that requires
substantial psychological resources and energy (Bakker
et al., 2023). On the other hand, exploitative leaders often
burden subordinates with repetitive and mundane tasks.
These low-skill, low-challenge jobs often bore employ-
ees, disrupting the optimal balance between challenge
and skill, which is essential for flow (Csikszentmihalhi,
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2020; Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Based on the above rea-
soning, we hypothesize a negative relationship between
exploitative leadership and employees’ work-related flow.

Employee’s role overload as a mediator

Role overload (RO) is defined as employees’ perception
that they have to manage excessive responsibilities or
activities within the constraints of time, ability, and other
limitations (Bolino & Turnley, 2005). The COR framework
posits that people strive to obtain, maintain, and shield
their resources (Halbesleben et al., 2014; Hobfoll et al.,
2018), aiming to prevent their depletion. The abundance
of personal resources is positively correlated with expe-
riencing flow (Xanthopoulou et al., 2009). Employees
experiencing high levels of role overload often find it diffi-
cult to achieve flow at work. This is because, on one hand,
role overload induces negative emotions (e.g., anxiety,
unease) (Wang & Li, 2021), which drain their psycho-
logical resources. On the other hand, when employees
feel unable to fulfill multiple role demands, allocating
more resources to one role reduces the resources available
for others.

We hypothesize that exploitative leadership exacer-
bates employees’ role overload. First, when exploitative
leaders impose excessive work pressure and engage in
manipulation, employees’ role tasks and job demands
are intensified (Schmid et al., 2019), forcing them to
handle more tasks within limited time. When employees
perceive that they cannot effectively complete assigned
tasks, they experience a significant sense of resource loss
(Bacharach et al., 1990; Matthews et al., 2014), which
further reduces their resource investment in work tasks
(Schmitt et al., 2016). Moreover, when exploitative lead-
ership behaviors accumulate, employees’ ability to recover
resources may also be weakened, thereby intensifying
role overload. Second, intrinsic resources are essential
resources that individuals can utilize (Dawson et al., 2016),
and employees are particularly sensitive to the loss of their
behavioral resources (Ding et al., 2020, 2022). Finally, sus-
tained perceptions of resource threat weaken employees’
adaptability, hindering their ability to handle evolving role
requirements in workplace and recover from the spiral of
resource loss (Hobfoll et al., 2015). This may be especially
pronounced among employees with traditionalist work
values in collectivist cultures.

Employee’s traditionality as a moderator

Traditionality serves as a core cultural orientation in
Chinese society (Yang, 2003), characterized by respect
for authority and strong recognition of hierarchical rela-
tionships (Farh et al., 1997). Cultural values serve as
key moderators influencing the effectiveness of leadership
behaviors (Cheng et al., 2019; Peng & Wei, 2020). In
organizational contexts, traditionalist values often denote
an individual’s endorsement of hierarchical relationships
rooted in Confucian philosophy, demonstrated by com-
pliance with leaders’ directives (Farh et al., 1997; Yang,
2003). In today’s transitioning Chinese society, cultural
values, especially traditionality, exhibit significant diver-
sity and differentiation (Farh et al., 1997). Individuals
varying in traditionality display significant differences in

their value concepts, cognitive attitudes, and behavioral
patterns. Scholars have found that traditionality affects
the effectiveness of leaders in influencing subordinates’
cognition and behavior (Cheng et al., 2023; Farh et al.,
2007; Zhao et al., 2024).

According to COR theory, we posit that employ-
ees’ traditionality may buffer the positive relationship
between exploitative leadership and role overload. Specif-
ically, high-traditionality employees facing exploitative
leadership follow the traditional principle of “superiors
above, inferiors below”, perceiving leaders’ pressuring
actions as normative rather than as direct threats to
their resources. In instances where leaders take credit,
high-traditionality employees, with a higher tolerance for
hierarchical inequalities (Liu et al., 2010; Wu et al,
2021), show reduced sensitivity and stress (Cheng et al.,
2021; Zhao et al., 2024), lessening their perception
of resource threats and mitigating the positive associa-
tion between exploitative leadership and role overload.
Moreover, high-traditionality employees may be more
resilient to exploitative leadership effects by their com-
pliance behaviors (Guan et al., 2016), which help them
avoid intense perceptions of role overload and partially
disrupting the cycle of resource loss. In contrast, low-
traditionality employees perceive superior-subordinate
relationships as equal (Farh et al., 2007) and prioritize
autonomy and independence in work and interactions.
Their lower tolerance for exploitative behaviors, height-
ened sensitivity to exploitation (Ji et al., 2022), stronger
negative emotions (Wang et al., 2012), and lower accep-
tance of such behaviors make them more likely to
experience dual depletion of behavioral and psychological
resources, thus heightening their sense of role overload.
In summary, we posit that employees’ traditionality can
attenuate the positive impact of exploitative leadership on
role overload.

Work context influences

China is a society deeply rooted in traditional values,
where many enterprises adopt top-down management
styles, and exploitative behaviors by leaders frequently
occur (Sun et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2024; Ye et al.,
2023), causing a range of negative effects on employ-
ees. Increasing research has revealed that flow positively
impacts employees’ well-being (Liu et al., 2023), as well
as their job performance, innovation, and organizational
citizenship behavior. Thus, investigating the mechanisms
and boundary conditions of exploitative leadership on
employees’ work-related flow addresses a critical gap in
the literature while offering important practical value.

Goals of the study
We explored how EL undermines employees’ work-related
flow, focusing on the roles of work role overload and tra-
ditionalist values. Our specific hypotheses were as follows
(see Figure | for conceptual model).

Hypothesis 1. EL has negative effects on employees’
work-related flow.

Hypothesis 2. Employees’ role overload mediates the
relationship between EL and employee’s work-related flow,
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Exploitative \ / | . Work-related
leadership > Roleoverload flow
Figure 1. The proposed research model
Table 1. Sample characteristics distribution
Characteristics Categories No. of respondents (%)
Industry Manufacturing 108 29.92
Information technology 87 24.10
Education 35 9.70
Others 131 36.28
Gender Male 151 41.83
Female 210 58.17
Education Under bachelor’s degree 20 5.54
Bachelor’s degree 257 71.19
Master’s degree and PhD 84 23.27
Age 20-24 years 20 5.54
25-34 years 231 63.99
35-44 years 95 26.32
45-59 years 15 4.16
Tenure <5 years 93 25.76
5-14 years 216 59.83
More than 14 years 52 14.40
Note. N = 361.

such that higher role overload leads to poorer work-
related flow.

Hypothesis 3. Employees’ traditionality moderates the
positive relationship between EL and employees’ role
overload, such that the positive relationship is weaker when
employees’ traditionality is high.

Hypothesis 4. Employees’ traditionality moderates the
indirect relationship between EL and employees’ work-
related flow via role overload, such that the indirect
relationship is weaker when employees’ traditionality
is high.

Methodology

Participants and procedure

We surveyed 361 employees in China, spanning the
manufacturing, information technology, and education
industries (see Table 1 for demographics). Of the partic-
ipants, 41.83% were male. In terms of age, 5.54% were
20-24, 63.99% were 25-34, 26.32% were 35-44, and
4.16% were 45-59. Regarding tenure, 25.76% had under 5
years of experience, 59.83% had between 5 and 14 years,
and 14.40% had over 14 years. Additionally, 94.46% held
at least a bachelor’s degree.

Measures
With the exception of the traditionality measure, all
instruments were originally in English; after applying

Brislin’s (1976) translation—back translation protocol, we
employed validated Chinese versions. All items were eval-
uated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree,
5 = strongly agree), with participants indicating their level
of agreement.

Exploitative leadership. EL was evaluated with a 15-
item scale used by Schmid et al. (2019). The EL scale
comprises five dimensions, each measured by three items.
Example items are “Does not give me opportunities to
further develop myself professionally because his or her
own goals have priority” and “Uses my work for his or her
personal gain”. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.96.

Traditionality. It was assessed using the five-item scale
developed by Farh et al. (1997). Example items are “When
people are in dispute, they should ask the most senior
person to decide who is right” and “The best way to avoid
mistakes is to follow the instructions of senior persons”.
The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.85.

Role overload. 1t was measured using Bolino and
Turnley’s (2005) three-item scale. Example items are “It
often seems like I have too much work for one person to
do” and “The amount of work I am expected to do is too
great”. The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.90.

Work-related flow. 1t was assessed using the 13-item
scale developed by Baklker (2008).

Example items are “When I am working, I think about
nothing else” and “I do my work with a lot of enjoyment”.
The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.94.
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Table 2. Results of CFAs: comparison of measurement models

Models x2 df x*/df RMSEA CFI TLI IFI

Four-factor model (baseline model) 1354.48 577 235 0.06 092 092 092
Three-factor model * 2135.15 580  3.68 0.09 0.84 0.83 0.84
Two-factor model ® 2730.55 582  4.69 0.10 0.78 0.77 0.79

Single factor model © 3586.83 583  6.15 0.12 0.70 0.67 0.70

Note.® EL and traditionality merged;® EL and traditionality merged, and RO and WF merged;  all
variables merged. EL = Exploitative leadership, RO = Role overload, WF = Work-related flow.

Control variables. Referring to previous articles
(Bryce & Haworth, 2002; Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Liu
et al., 2023; Sharafi et al., 2006), we controlled for gender,
age, education, and tenure in our analyses.

Procedure

This North China Electric Power University approved
the study. Prior to participation, all participants provided
informed consent. Data were collected via the online sur-
vey platform “Credamo” and administered in two phases.
In Wave 1, participants completed a questionnaire covering
demographics, EL scale, traditionality scale, and RO scale.
Two weeks later, using the platform’ “Targeted Tracking
Survey” function, the same participants were asked to
complete WF scale.

Data Analyses and Results

Confirmatory factor analysis

To test the discriminant validity of each construct, this
study built four theoretical models (one-factor, two-
factor, three-factor, and four-factor) for the main research
variables, using confirmatory factor analysis in AMOS
24 to evaluate the discriminant validity of the primary
constructs. Table 2 indicates that the four-factor model
provides a superior fit to the data compared with the alter-
native models. This proved that exploitative leadership,
traditionality, role overload, and work-related flow were
distinct constructs with good discriminant validity.

Since all data originated from a single source, we tested
for common method bias (CMB) using the unmeasured
latent method factor approach (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
Results of CFA showed that five-factor measurement com-
prising the common method factor and the four focal
research variables (x2 = 1326.92, df = 576, x2/df =
2.30, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.92, IFI =
0.93) exhibits a better fit to the data than the four-factor
measurement concerning the four focal research variables
(x> =1354.48, df =577, x*/df = 2.35, RMSEA = 0.06,
CFI = 0.92, TLI = 0.92, IFI = 0.92). The method factor
accounted for just 5.66% of the total variance—well below
the 25% benchmark proposed by Williams et al. (1989)—
indicating that common method bias did not meaningfully
compromise our results.

Finally, we employed latent variable structural equation
modeling (SEM) to evaluate Hypothesis 1 and applied
moderated mediation SEM for Hypotheses 2—4. Fur-
thermore, in AMOS 24, we conducted a bootstrapping
procedure with 5000 resamples and 95% bias-corrected
confidence intervals to assess the significance of the
mediating and moderating effects.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlational analysis

We computed the means, standard deviations, and corre-
lations of all study variables using SPSS 26.0. As shown
in Table 3, EL was positively related to traditionality (r =
0.05,p > 0.05)and RO (r =0.63, p < 0.01), and negatively
related to WF (r = —0.61, p < 0.01). Traditionality was
positively associated with RO (r = 0.25, p < 0.01) but
had a non-significant association with WF (r = 0.04, p >
0.05), while RO was negatively related to WF (r = —0.47,
p < 0.01). These findings provide preliminary support for
the hypotheses.

Hypotheses testing

Hypothesis 1 stated that EL has a negative effect on WE.
To examine this prediction, we estimated a latent variable
SEM without mediators or moderators. After adjusting
for gender, age, education, and organizational tenure, the
model demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data (x? =
1094.84, df = 452, x2/df = 2.42, RMSEA = 0.06, CFI
= 0.93, TLI = 0.92, IFI = 0.93, SRMR = 0.06). The
coefficient for the effect of EL on WF was —0.81 (95%
CI: [-0.98, —0.67], p < 0.001), providing support for
Hypothesis 1.

To evaluate Hypotheses 2, 3, and 4, we employed a
moderated mediation latent variable SEM in AMOS 24.
The coefficients were presented in Figure 2. The proposed
model exhibited an excellent fit to the data (x> = 1415.98,
df = 748, x?/df = 1.89, RMSEA = 0.05, CFI = 0.94,
TLI = 0.93, IFI = 0.94, SRMR = 0.06).

Hypothesis 2 posited that RO would mediate the EL—
WF relationship. The indirect effect was —0.15 (95%
CI: [-0.28, —0.03], p < 0.01), confirming this predic-
tion. Because the direct path from EL to WF remained
significant (estimate = —0.69, 95% CI: [—0.89, —0.51],
p < 0.001) after including RO, the mediation is partial—
thereby supporting Hypothesis 2.

Hypothesis 3 proposed that traditionality would atten-
uate the positive relationship between EL and RO.
Consistent with this, the EL x traditionality interaction
was significant (8 = —0.11, 95% CI [-0.22, —0.01], p
< 0.05). As shown in Figure 3, at low traditionality (M
— SD), EL had a robust positive effect on RO (esti-
mate = 0.60, 95% CI [0.35, 0.81], p < 0.001), whereas at
high traditionality (M + SD) the effect was non-significant
(estimate = 0.40, 95% CI[-0.03, 0.78], p > 0.05). The dif-
ference between these estimates was significant (difference
=0.19,95% CI[0.02, 0.39], p < 0.05), thereby supporting
Hypothesis 3.



EXPLOITING OTHERS

339

Table 3. Means, standard deviations and correlations

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Gender 1.58 0.49
2. Age 32.14 583 —0.03
3. Education 2.19 0.55 0.00 -—-0.11%
4. Tenure 834 5.62 —0.03  0.93** —0.26%*
5.EL 229 092 007 —-0.11%* 0.09 —0.06
6. Traditionality  2.69 090 —0.06 0.18** —0.08 0.24**  0.05
7.RO 272 1.12  0.10 —-0.01 0.08 0.04 0.63**  0.25%*
8. WF 346 0.83 —0.04 0.20%¥* —0.05 0.13* —0.61**  0.04 —0.47%*

Note. N = 361, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, two-tailed. EL = Exploitative leadership, RO = Role overload, WF

= Work-related flow.

Gender

Education

Traditionality

ELx
Traditionality

Tenure

Figure 2. The results of the moderated mediating SEM with latent variables. Note. EL = Exploitative leadership, RO = Role overload,
WF = Work-related flow, EL x Traditionality = Interaction of exploitative leadership and traditionality; ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01,

*p < 0.05.
5
4.5 A
—e—Low
2 4 traditionality
--#---High
traditionality
3.5 4
3

Low EL

High EL

Figure 3. The interaction plot of EL and traditionality on RO. Note. EL = Exploitative leadership, RO = Role overload

Hypothesis 4 posited that traditionality intensifies the
indirect impact of EL on WF via RO. The moderated
indirect effect was 0.02 (95% CI [0.001, 0.06], p < 0.05).
Specifically, at low traditionality (M — SD), the indirect
effect was —0.11 (95% CI [—0.22, —0.03], p < 0.01), and
at high traditionality (M + SD), the indirect effect was
—0.08 (95% CI [—0.20, —0.01], p < 0.05). The differ-
ence between these estimates was significant (difference

estimate = —0.04, 95% CI [-0.11, —0.002], p < 0.05),
thereby supporting Hypothesis 4.

Discussion

First, exploitative leadership was harmful to and employ-
ees’ work-related flow. Previous studies have mainly
examined how hindrance job demands (Van Oort-

merssen et al., 2020) and individual characteristics (e.g.,
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neuroticism) (Bakker et al., 2019) negatively affect flow,
with limited emphasis on the connection between leader-
ship and employees’ flow. While scholars have found that
transformational leadership or empowerment behaviors
improve employees’ flow (Park et al., 2021), given that
negative leadership typically exerts a stronger influence
on employees (Lyu et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2021), this
study bridges the literature gap regarding the link between
negative leadership and work-related flow.

Second, the mediating effect of role overload explains
how exploitative leadership hampers employees’ work-
related flow. When employees face exploitative leadership,
their role tasks and job demands increase, forcing them to
take on more tasks within limited time, thereby intensify-
ing role overload (Bolino & Turnley, 2005; Wang & Ding,
2024). This can be explained by the fact that exploita-
tive leadership causes severe resource loss for employees.
Employees are particularly sensitive to the loss of individ-
ual resources, especially behavioral resources, making it
difficult for them to recover from the spiral of resource
depletion (Guo et al., 2021) and leading them to perceive
themselves as unable to balance multiple role tasks. The
perception of resource loss compels employees to conserve
their existing resources, leaving insufficient resources to
experience flow—a short-term peak state requiring sub-
stantial energy and cognitive resources (Csikszentmihalyi,
1997). Prior studies on exploitative leadership’s impact
mainly emphasize emotional dimensions (Guo et al,
2021; Wang et al., 2021), with little focus on cognitive
mechanisms (Cheng et al., 2021). Through COR theory,
we establish that role overload serves as a crucial cognitive
mechanism connecting exploitative leadership and flow.

Third, we found that employees’ traditionality
influences the indirect relationship between EL and work-
related flow via role overload. Traditionality functions
as a boundary condition influencing employees’ flow by
shaping employees’ cognition and compliance-related
behaviors (Cheng et al., 2023; Farh et al., 2007; Zhao
et al., 2024), whereas those low in traditionality are more
vulnerable to the adverse effects of EL (Cheng et al.,
2021; Wu et al., 2021).

Managerial implications

This study provides organizations with a range of
actionable insights. First, organizations should carefully
screen candidates for dark personality traits associ-
ated with exploitative leadership (e.g., Machiavellianism,
psychopathy) during selection process to control and
reduce exploitative leadership from the outset (Lazreg &
Lakhal, 2022). In addition, organizations should imple-
ment periodic positive leadership development programs
to cultivate ethical and employee-centered leadership
behaviors. Second, organizations should establish open
grievance mechanisms to ensure employees have acces-
sible channels to report exploitative leadership behaviors
that harm them (Remisova et al., 2019). A “zero-tolerance”
approach towards such behaviors is essential. Evidence
from this and previous research indicates that employ-
ees with lower traditionality are especially susceptible to
exploitative leadership (Wu et al., 2021), so organizations
should promptly address complaints from such employees,

treating them as critical “signals”, and take action to
prevent prolonged exploitation and role overload, thereby
mitigating potential severe outcomes. Third, since flow
occurs when challenges and skills are balanced (Csikszent-
mihalyi & Larson, 2014), organizations should implement
professional training programs to enhance employees’
abilities, reducing anxiety stemming from skill inade-
quacy and enabling better flow experiences. And high
expectations and complex tasks can serve as challeng-
ing work demands (Bakker et al., 2023) that encourage
employees’ self-development and growth by addressing
their competency needs (Ilies et al., 2017), promoting
flow (Van Oortmerssen et al., 2020). Organizations can
foster employees’ flow by offering supportive resources,
setting clear goals, providing explicit feedback, helping
employees to identify and develop their strengths (Liu
etal., 2022), creating concentration-friendly environments,
and minimizing unnecessary bureaucratic processes.

Limitations and directions for future research

Although this research offers valuable insights, it
inevitably entails certain limitations. First, because the
research was carried out in China, its results may not be
applicable to other cultural contexts. Second, the study
employed a cross-sectional design, ignoring potential tem-
poral variations in the transmission of variable effects
and failing to capture dynamic processes. Consequently,
causal relationships cannot be inferred. Future studies
might adopt longitudinal designs to validate causal links
in this theoretical framework. Third, our exclusive use
of self-reported measures may have introduced common
method bias. Future research might leverage diverse data
sources—for example, matching leader and employee
responses—to bolster the objectivity and reliability of
the results.

Conclusion

Exploitative leadership undermined employees’ work-
related flow, with role overload acting as a partial mediator.
Employees’ traditionality weakened both the direct impact
of exploitative leadership on role overload and its indirect
effect on flow via role overload—meaning that higher
traditionality buffered the adverse consequences on flow.
This study contributes by uncovering new antecedents of
work-related flow and clarifying how cultural values shape
boundary conditions in Chinese work contexts. Practically,
organizations should incorporate assessments for exploita-
tive leadership tendencies into their hiring processes to
minimize its detrimental effects on employees’ flow in
the workplace.
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