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Drawing on the job demands-resources (JD-R) model and event system theory (EST), this study constructed a moderated mediating model to investigate the direct effect of career calling on work fatigue, the mediating effect of role overload, and the moderating effect of COVID-19 event disruption in the above relationships. We administered an online questionnaire to 488 Chinese police officers who participated in frontline work to prevent and control the COVID-19 pandemic. The results showed a U-shaped curvilinear relationship of career calling with physical fatigue, mental fatigue, emotional fatigue, and role overload. Moreover, role overload partially mediated these curvilinear relationships. In addition, COVID-19 event disruption positively moderated the direct curvilinear effect of career calling on role overload, physical fatigue, and emotional fatigue, as well as the first stage of the mediating effect in the relationship between career calling and physical, mental, and emotional fatigue through role overload. Furthermore, the direct U-shaped curvilinear effects and the indirect effects were more significant when COVID-19 event disruption was high.

Keywords: career calling, work fatigue, role overload, COVID-19 event disruption, curvilinear relationship


INTRODUCTION

Over the past decade, career calling has been a hot topic in the occupational psychology and organizational behavior fields (Elangovan et al., 2010; Dobrow, 2013; Duffy and Dik, 2013; Zhang et al., 2014, 2015) because of its association with positive individual outcomes, such as career success, work engagement (Xie et al., 2016), satisfaction (Hagmaier and Abele, 2012; Hirschi and Herrmann, 2012; Duffy et al., 2013, 2014; Douglass et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2016), well-being (Duffy and Dik, 2013), job performance (Park et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2018), voice behavior, and organizational citizenship behavior (Xie et al., 2017; Park et al., 2018). However, in recent years, the dark side of career calling has also received increasing attention from scholars and practitioners (Zhang et al., 2017; Duffy et al., 2018; Lysova et al., 2018, 2019; Michaelson and Tosti-Kharas, 2019; Sturges et al., 2019). For example, studies have found that an increased level of career calling was positively linked to negative workplace outcomes, such as excessive workload, workaholic behavior, job burnout, and fatigue (Cardador and Caza, 2012; Hirschi and Herrmann, 2012; Dobrow, 2013; Duffy and Dik, 2013; Berkelaar and Buzzanell, 2015; Duffy et al., 2016, 2018; Keller et al., 2016; Zhao et al., 2016; Clinton et al., 2017; Hirschi et al., 2019).

Nevertheless, knowledge on the potential non-linear effect of career calling on workplace outcomes is limited. As mentioned above, even though substantial progress has been made in the career calling field, including growing research on its positive, negative, and double-edged-sword effects, most of these have been explored as linear relationships, and its potential curvilinear effect has not yet received equivalent attention. In the context of growing research on career calling, it is important to investigate whether there is variation in the influence of different levels of career calling on workplace outcomes (Thompson and Bunderson, 2019), rather than simply discussing its effects under the conditions of low and high level. This may help to better understand the double-edged-sword effect of career calling on workplace outcomes. Hence, it is important to further explore the potential curvilinear effect of career calling on detrimental workplace outcomes (Duffy et al., 2018; Lysova et al., 2019), such as work fatigue.

In addition, much less is known about whether the strength, intensity, or character of the career calling experience are related to specific occupations, and if so, why? (Thompson and Bunderson, 2019). Compared with other occupations in which the societal contributions of the career are less obvious or the skills required are less distinctive, career calling may be more common in police settings, where the sacrifice for clear public benefits (Bunderson and Thompson, 2009) and the need for distinct skills lend police officers a sense of outer requirement as well as inner passion and talent (Thompson and Bunderson, 2019). This is particularly relevant in the case of the 2019 coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, where police officers must have unique skills and a sense of obligation to keep society and citizens safe. Thus, it must be explored if the pandemic may make them perceive a higher sense of career calling than other occupations.

Moreover, the potential curvilinear effect of career calling on police officers’ work fatigue, and the mechanism accounting for this relationship in the situation of COVID-19 pandemic needs to be further investigated. It is known that the COVID-19 pandemic as a situational factor has an overt effect on police officers’ physical and mental health at work (Zhu et al., 2020). Work fatigue and role overload are typical detrimental workplace outcomes (Laufs and Waseem, 2020; Zhu et al., 2020). Particularly in recent years, many police officers, experiencing an exaggerated level of career calling from the social responsibility and inherent meaning associated with their work, have suffered serious physical and psychological problems because of excessive work investment, workload, and chronic fatigue (Fekedulegn et al., 2017; Zhu et al., 2020). This is a practical issue at police departments that needs to be addressed.

The current study aimed to examine whether and how career calling shows a curvilinear relationship with work fatigue among police officers under the COVID-19 pandemic conditions. To shed light on this question, we conducted a moderated mediating model based on the job demands-resources (JD-R) model (Demerouti et al., 2001) and event system theory (EST) (Morgeson et al., 2015) to test the possible curvilinear relationship between career calling and (a) work fatigue, (b) the mediating effect of role overload in the direct relationship, and (c) the moderating effect of COVID-19 event disruption on the direct effect as well as the first stage of the mediating effect. By addressing these issues, this study aimed to contribute to advancing the theoretical construct of career calling and providing a better understanding of how career calling can simultaneously decrease and increase work fatigue in a curvilinear way under the COVID-19 pandemic disruption. Additionally, the study highlights the importance of paying more attention to the negative side and the curvilinear effect of career calling in practice management, particularly for emergency workers. The theoretical model is shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. The theoretical model.




THEORY AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT


JD-R Model and EST

The JD-R model classifies the work environment characteristics in job demands and job resources (Demerouti et al., 2001). The former refers to the physical, social, or organizational aspects of the job that require sustained physical or psychological effort and are associated with relevant costs. The latter denotes the physical, psychological, social, or organizational aspects of the job that may be functional in achieving work goals, reduce job demands with associated physiological and psychological costs, and stimulate personal growth and development. The fit between job demands and personal resources will produce a positive effect on work outcomes, while an imbalance will lead to a negative effect. Career calling is an important job-related personal resource (Creed et al., 2014; Praskova et al., 2014). When balanced with job demands, it can stimulate individuals to achieve career goals, career development, and success (Hall and Chandler, 2005), as well as reduce job burnout (Hagmaier and Abele, 2012; Deng and Chen, 2019) and work fatigue (Frone and Tidwell, 2015). However, exaggerated job demands could lead individuals to excessively invest themselves in their work (Keller et al., 2016), in turn leading to work fatigue from depleted job-related personal resources (Fekedulegn et al., 2017; Hirschi et al., 2019). The JD-R model is often used to explain the influence mechanism of job burnout (Demerouti et al., 2001). Given that burnout is highly correlated with work fatigue, we suggest that this model could also provide a theoretical basis for examining the curvilinear mechanism underlying the relationship between career calling and work fatigue.

The EST poses that an event has direct and indirect effects on individuals’ psychological and behavioral patterns from top to bottom, and classifies the event strength according to event criticality, novelty, and disruption. EST incorporates context to theorize and provide an insightful way to quantify events’ effects (Morgeson et al., 2015; Johns, 2017). It has been widely applied to research on emotions and attitudes, such as firefighters’ emotional problems following 9/11 (Bacharach and Bamberger, 2007) and the COVID-19 pandemic factors affecting Chinese people’s social participating willingness (Zheng, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic is a disruptive event that, worldwide, has greatly disrupted police officers’ normal way of work and life. The existing theories on career calling and work fatigue cannot comprehensively interpret the disruptive effect of the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to police officers’ career calling and work fatigue. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic is a major public health emergency with the fastest spread, the widest infection range, and the most difficult prevention and control requirements since the founding of the People’s Republic of China, which exactly matches the concept of event disruption. Hence, to further explore contextual factors in the positive and negative effects of career calling on diverse outcomes (Cohen and Duberley, 2015), EST is suitable for identifying the relationship between career calling and work fatigue in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic disruption.



Hypothesis Development


The Curvilinear Relationship Between Career Calling and Work Fatigue

To date, there is no consensus on the definition of career calling. The controversy has focused on the source (external or internal drive) (Hall and Chandler, 2005; Elangovan et al., 2010; Dobrow and Tosti-Kharas, 2011; Hirschi, 2011) and orientation (specific or general occupations) (Steger et al., 2010; Dobrow and Tosti-Kharas, 2011). Nevertheless, Duffy et al. (2018) integrated previous definitions and redefined career calling as an approach to work that reflects seeking a sense of overall purpose and meaning and is used to help others or contribute to the common good, motivated by an external or internal summons. Work fatigue refers to individuals experiencing extreme physical, mental, and emotional tiredness and dysfunction, which reduces their capacity to engage in activities during and at the end of the workday (Frone and Tidwell, 2015). Generally, police officers experience a higher level of career calling and experience more work fatigue than the general population (Fekedulegn et al., 2017; Zhu et al., 2020), as they work in a chronically unpredictable, dangerous, changing, and increasingly stressful environment.

According to the JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001), career calling is a positive job-related personal resource (Xanthopoulou et al., 2009; Creed et al., 2014; Praskova et al., 2014; Lysova et al., 2019), and decreasing, increasing, or depleting this resource can lead to diverse outcomes. Primary research found that a low or decreased level of career calling and insufficient or loss of job-related personal resources could result in consumption of other resources and lead to subsequent work fatigue (Clinton et al., 2017). Moreover, a higher level of career calling was linked with more initial job-related personal resources and positively correlated with work passion, work and life meaning, and satisfaction (Duffy et al., 2012; Hagmaier and Abele, 2012; Neubert and Halbesleben, 2015). Furthermore, a higher level of career calling helps buffer physical, mental, and emotional fatigue caused by work stress, emotional exhaustion (Wright and Cropanzano, 2000; Penney et al., 2011), and job burnout (Hagmaier and Abele, 2012; Deng and Chen, 2019).

Nevertheless, despite career calling being a positive psychological construct, extremely high levels might not be desirable. This is because individuals with an exaggerated level of career calling have excess mental and emotional resources, which may lead to excessive levels of sacrifice for their work, workload, career commitment, and investment even under time constraints, culminating in a workaholic state (Dik and Duffy, 2012; Keller et al., 2016; Xie et al., 2016; Duffy et al., 2018; Hirschi et al., 2019). Moreover, long work hours, heavy workloads (Elangovan et al., 2010; Aronsson et al., 2017; Fekedulegn et al., 2017), increased work–life conflicts, job burnout (Bunderson and Thompson, 2009), and insufficient sleep (Clinton et al., 2017) will ultimately lead to increased work fatigue (Berkelaar and Buzzanell, 2015; Frone and Tidwell, 2015) by depleting job-related personal resources. In contrast, a moderate level of career calling could balance job demands and related personal resources without excessive resource depletion, improve individuals’ work status, and further reduce work fatigue. In short, as police officers’ career calling increases, their work fatigue follows a process of decreasing to optimum levels and then increases. Thus, there is a U-shaped curvilinear relationship between career calling and work fatigue. Accordingly, we hypothesized the following:

H1: Career calling has a U-shaped curvilinear relationship with physical fatigue (1a), mental fatigue (1b), and emotional fatigue (1c).




The Curvilinear Relationship Between Career Calling and Role Overload

Role overload refers to a role-related stressor that individuals experience when they lack the necessary time and resources to complete role demands (Coverman, 1989; Örtqvist and Wincent, 2006). It is prevalent among police officers, as they are often required to undertake many social responsibilities and play several roles at work (Duxbury et al., 2015), such as maintaining social stability, detecting criminal cases, and preventing adverse events such as policy violations. Role overload is often associated with individuals’ resources (Peterson et al., 1995; Li and Wang, 2018), such as excessive work passion, commitment, and load caused by an exaggerated level of career calling.

The JD-R model implies that individuals with a decreased level of career calling have insufficient physical and psychological resources to cope with job demands caused by role overload (Demerouti et al., 2001; Creed et al., 2014). In situations of higher job demands and lower resources, individuals demonstrate less self-efficacy to solve problems with limited job-related personal resources and are more likely to experience role overload (Dasgupta, 2012). Therefore, a lower level of career calling does not help to reduce role overload. In addition, by increasing individuals’ level of career calling to a moderate level, accompanied by growing job-related personal resources, individuals will experience a lower role overload, as job loads and roles will fit job-related personal resources.

However, the positive effect of career calling on role overload will also probably change to negative as an optimal point is surpassed. Specifically, when individuals’ level of career calling continuously increases and becomes excessive, job demands such as job role and workload increase simultaneously. In this situation, individuals with an exaggerated level of career calling have excessive responsibility and commitment to work and will try their best to undertake more roles and tasks, even when their resources are limited (Daskin, 2016). Thus, work overload keeps individuals in a heavy work situation (Mainemelis, 2001), and multiple roles increase the demand for resources. Under this condition, unbalanced job demands and personal resources will lead to increased role overload (Suarthana and Riana, 2016; Qureshi et al., 2019), especially for individuals with an excessive level of career calling in collectivist cultures (Peterson et al., 1995). In summary, both a lower and an exaggerated level of career calling, causing imbalance between job demands and related personal resources, can lead to role overload; thus, the most appropriate is a moderate level of career calling. Accordingly, we hypothesized the following:

H2: Career calling has a U-shaped curvilinear relationship with role overload.



The Mediating Effect of Role Overload

The unexpected outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically disrupted the pace of life and work and has caused a wide range physical and psychological stress in individuals, particularly for the frontline workers (Cunill et al., 2020; Xiang et al., 2020). Teng et al. (2020) showed that most participants felt fatigue (73.7%) and depression (50.0%) among 2614 Chinese frontline workers after the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak. Role overload, a typical role stressor, is a key outcome of resource loss and is positively linked to work fatigue (Frone and Tidwell, 2015) and job burnout (Posig and Kickul, 2003; Surana and Singh, 2013; De Beer et al., 2015; Vullinghs et al., 2018). Based on the JD-R model, police officers experiencing overstrain and overwork will consume their stock of job-related resources, both physiological and psychological (Bowling et al., 2015). Insufficient resources stock for the job demands will lead to work fatigue (Bin, 2008). As such, after the COVID-19 pandemic breakout, the pandemic itself and civilians’ despondence, fear, and anxiety under quarantine measures (Brooks et al., 2020) may increase police officers’ workload and stressors. Thus, they have to adopt more roles to cope with the workload and stressors (Hecht, 2001), which may consume their insufficient stock of job-related personal resources (Duxbury et al., 2015). Next, with a continuously growing role overload, more resources will be lost, deviating from their normal function (Bin, 2008); this may consequently result in severe physical (Nixon et al., 2011), mental, and emotional fatigue (Kristie, 2017), for example, depression, anxiety, and insomnia (Teng et al., 2020).

In addition, according to Hypotheses 1 and 2, we expect a possible U-shaped curvilinear influence path from career calling to work fatigue through role overload. Because a moderate level of career calling balances out job demands and personal resources, such individuals will not experience much role overload; thus, less work fatigue will be experienced. However, a lower or an exaggerated level of career calling will have the opposite effect on police officers’ work fatigue via role overload. Specifically, when police officers have a lower level of career calling, they will experience role overload, as job-related resources will be insufficient to cope with the demands of multiple roles, which, in turn, will increase work fatigue. Besides, when police officers’ level of career calling is exaggerated, although they have enough resources, they are more likely to undertake tasks and partake in more job-related roles, given their exaggerated intrinsic drives and external summons; moreover, they will become overly immersed and overinvolved in tasks. This will cause depletion of physiological and psychological resources and inability to cope with job demands, which will result in work fatigue. Accordingly, we proposed the following:

H3: Role overload plays a mediating role in the U-shaped curvilinear relationship of career calling with physical fatigue (3a), mental fatigue (3b), and emotional fatigue (3c).



The Moderating Effect of COVID-19 Event Disruption

Event disruption refers to individuals being controlled and disrupted by a destructive event and having to adjust their psychological state and behavioral patterns in response (Morgeson et al., 2015). This study considers the COVID-19 pandemic as such an event. Previous research demonstrated that events can have an important impact on individuals’ workplace outcomes (Duffy et al., 2016; Van Iddekinge et al., 2018). During the COVID-19 pandemic, most police officers have been experiencing increased work roles and workload, which in turn increases their work fatigue (Stogner et al., 2020). For example, Zhu et al. (2020) surveyed 5,467 Chinese police officers in Hubei province after outbreak and found that more than 70% were stressed by workload and role overload. Recently, scholars found that COVID-19 event disruption influences and differs in terms of individuals’ activity engagement from a macro level (Zheng, 2020). Thus, the COVID-19 pandemic as a typical contextual factor may also act as a boundary condition in the U-shaped curvilinear effect of career calling on both role overload and work fatigue.

To be more specific, we firstly propose that a higher level of COVID-19 event disruption strengthens the curvilinear relationship between career calling and role overload. Based on the EST (Morgeson et al., 2015) and JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001), when the COVID-19 pandemic is highly disruptive, the normal social order, civilians’ life and work, as well as police officers’ job plans and executive ability are more seriously disrupted. Thereby, more job demands, such as emergent tasks and work roles, need to be undertaken and more job-related resources are required. In such instances, for those police officers having a lower level of career calling, insufficient job-related personal resources cannot meet the excessive job demands, which will cause severe role overload. For officers having an exaggerated level of career calling, strong external summons and internal obligation will lead them to devote themselves to more job roles and higher workloads, and such excessive job demands and depletion of resources will finally lead to role overload. For officers with a moderate level of career calling, the balance between job demands and personal resources will prevent role overload. Conversely, when the COVID-19 pandemic is less disruptive, that is, the situational stimulus is weak, the curvilinear relationship between career calling and role overload will not be significantly changed, since a low level of event disruption will not alter police officers’ usual job plans. Accordingly, we proposed the following:

Hypothesis 4: COVID-19 event disruption significantly moderates the U-shaped curvilinear relationship between career calling and role overload, such that the U-shaped curvilinear relationship is stronger when COVID-19 event disruption is high.

In addition, by the same token, we propose that a higher level of COVID-19 event disruption strengthens the curvilinear relationship between career calling and work fatigue. Specifically, when the COVID-19 pandemic is highly disruptive, police officers’ life and work change, and job demands increase. Under this condition, police officers with a lower level of career calling, which means fewer job-related resources, cannot meet the excessive job demands. Hence, officers have to sacrifice other physical, mental, and emotional resources to complete job tasks, which, in turn, causes serious work stress and job burnout (Bunderson and Thompson, 2009; Duffy et al., 2018; Hirschi et al., 2019). Finally, the imbalance between resources and demands will result in symptoms such as physical, mental, and emotional fatigue (Frone and Tidwell, 2015; Duffy et al., 2016; Keller et al., 2016). Those officers with an exaggerated level of career calling, stemming from a sense of social responsibility and the inherent meaning associated with their work, will overcommit themselves to increasing job demands, unable to detach themselves from the excessive workload, given the greater social and public benefit associated with their work (Thompson and Bunderson, 2019). In such workaholic state, job-related personal resources will be depleted, and other resources will be sacrificed under excessive job demands. Consequently, this will lead to more physical, mental, and emotional fatigue (Frone and Tidwell, 2015; Duffy et al., 2016; Keller et al., 2016). For those officers with a moderate level of career calling, the balance between job demands and personal resources will prevent work fatigue. In contrast, when the COVID-19 pandemic is less disruptive, which means that the situational stimulus is weak, the balance between job demands and personal resources does not fluctuate dramatically; hence, the curvilinear relationship may not change significantly. Accordingly, we proposed the following:

Hypothesis 5: COVID-19 event disruption significantly moderates the U-shaped curvilinear relationship between career calling and physical fatigue (5a), mental fatigue (5b), and emotional fatigue (5c), such that the U-shaped curvilinear relationship is stronger when COVID-19 event disruption is high.

According to Hypotheses 3, 4 and 5, we further propose that COVID-19 event disruption will not only moderate the direct effect of career calling on role overload and work fatigue but also moderate the mediating effect of role overload between career calling and work fatigue. When COVID-19 event disruption is high, both a lower and an exaggerated level of career calling will cause an imbalance between job demands and job-related personal resources, increase role overload, and in turn induce work fatigue. Moreover, a moderate level of career calling will have the strongest restraining effect on work fatigue through role overload, without increasing excessive job demands and depleting resources. However, this moderating effect will not be significant when COVID-19 event disruption is low. Therefore, we proposed a moderated mediating hypothesis, that is, the COVID-19 event disruption moderates the mediating effect of role overload in the U-shaped curvilinear relationship between career calling and work fatigue.

Hypothesis 6: COVID-19 event disruption significantly moderates the U-shaped curvilinear relationship between career calling and physical fatigue (6a), mental fatigue (6b), and emotional fatigue (6c) through the mediating effect of role overload, and the mediating effects are stronger when COVID-19 event disruption is high.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants and Procedure

The isolation policy prevented conducting a field study during the COVID-19 pandemic from February to April 2020. Therefore, we conducted an online questionnaire. A total of 512 questionnaires were distributed and returned. After excluding 24 invalid questionnaires with remarkable consistency, too long (more than 5 min), or too short (less than 1 min) response time, 488 valid questionnaires were analyzed, for a valid response rate of 95.31%. Males accounted for 79.5% (388) and females accounted for 20.5% (100) of the sample. Age 30 and below were 30.9% (151), 52.9% (258) were age 31–40, 9.7% (47) were age 41–50, and 6.6% (32) were age 51 and older. Police service time of less than 1 year accounted for 10.2% (50), 1–10 years accounted for 50.4% (246), 11–20 years accounted for 27.9% (136), and more than 20 years accounted for 11.5% (56). College degree and below accounted for 28.1% (137) while bachelor’s degree and above accounted for 71.9% (351).



Measures

It should be noted that the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak coincided with the Chinese New Year, when police officers’ workloads are substantially increased. To reduce questionnaire response time as much as possible to ensure reliability and validity of all measurements, we selected typical items from the mature scales with a higher factor loading. We performed a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using Amos 24.0 to test construct validity for the shortened scales. In addition, for the English language scales, we strictly followed a translation and back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1980).



Career Calling

We used the Chinese version of a 12-item career calling questionnaire developed by Dobrow and Tosti-Kharas (2011) and translated into Chinese by Pei and Zhao (2015) (α = 0.94). Four items with the highest factor loading and a Likert five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) were adopted. An example item was “Being a policeman/policewoman is a deeply moving and gratifying experience for me.” In this study, α was 0.76, and the CFA results showed that the single-dimensional model fit was good (χ2/df = 2.664, RMSEA = 0.058, GFI = 0.994, TLI = 0.985, CFI = 0.995).



Work Fatigue

We applied the work fatigue scale developed by Frone and Tidwell (2015), which measures physical fatigue (α = 0.94), mental fatigue (α = 0.95), and emotional fatigue (α = 0.96), with six items for each measure. Three items with the highest factor loading of each dimension were adopted for our study. Each used a five-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (everyday). A sample item for physical fatigue was “After COVID-19 breaking out, how often did you feel physically exhausted at the end of the workday?” The α for physical fatigue was 0.88. A sample item for mental fatigue was “After COVID-19 breaking out, how often did you feel mentally exhausted at the end of the workday?” The α for mental fatigue was 0.88. An example item for emotional fatigue was “After COVID-19 breaking out, how often did you feel emotionally worn out at the end of the workday?” The α for emotional fatigue was 0.88. In this study, the α for the full version of work fatigue was 0.95, and the CFA results showed that the three-dimensional model was a good fit (χ2/df = 2.492, RMSEA = 0.055, GFI = 0.981, TLI = 0.987, CFI = 0.994).



Role Overload

We used a three-item role overload scale that measures time pressure and workload, developed by Schaubroeck et al. (1989) (α = 0.75). This scale showed good reliability when used to measure frontline employees’ role overload in China (Ding and Yu, 2020) (α = 0.88) and the United States (Bolino and Turnley, 2005) (α = 0.80). Three items included “I have too much work to do everything well,” “The amount of work I am asked to do is unfair,” and “I never seem to have enough time to get everything done.” In the current study, the α for role overload was 0.94.



COVID-19 Event Disruption

We used a four-item event disruption scale developed by Morgeson (2005) and Morgeson and DeRue (2006) and translated into Chinese by Liu and Liu (2017). This scale has been widely used by scholars and has shown acceptable reliability. For example, Chen et al. (2020) measured workplace event disruption in China and reported α = 0.75. Zheng (2020) measured the COVID-19 event disruption in a sample of 411 Chinese people and reported an α of 0.74. Two sample items were: “The COVID-19 event alters your normal way of responding,” and “The COVID-19 event disrupts your ability to get your work done.” In this study, the value of α for COVID-19 event disruption was 0.72.



Organizational Support

We used a three-item organizational support scale from Eisenberger et al. (1986), which has been widely used in China and has shown good reliability and validity. Three items were “The organization is willing to help me when I need a special favor,” “The organization cares about my opinions,” and “The organization really cares about my well-being.” In this study, α for organizational support was 0.83.



Control Variables

Previous studies revealed that work fatigue (Ricci et al., 2007; Rose et al., 2017; Deng and Chen, 2019) is affected by demographic variables, and organizational support is significantly correlated with career calling (Duffy et al., 2018; Presbitero and Teng-Calleja, 2019), role overload (Kim et al., 2019), and work fatigue (Qiu et al., 2020). Therefore, we controlled for gender (male = 0, female = 1), education (below bachelor’s = 0, bachelor’s and above = 1), age, police tenure, and organizational support.




RESULTS


Preliminary Analyses


Common Method Bias Test and Discriminant Validity Test

The study used a cross-sectional design and the data were self-reported; therefore, we tested for common method bias using the single factor method and partial correlation analysis, respectively (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The CFA results showed that the single factor model had a poor fit (χ2/df = 14.136, RMSEA = 0.164, GFI = 0.647, TLI = 0.653, CFI = 0.702). In addition, we regarded organizational support as a measured markable variable and ran a partial correlation analysis. The results showed that organizational support was significantly positively correlated with career calling (r = 0.439, p < 0.001), and negatively correlated with work fatigue (r = −0.195, p < 0.001) and role overload (r = −0.252, p < 0.001), but uncorrelated with COVID-19 event disruption (r = 0.074, p > 0.05). In addition, after controlling for organizational support, compared with the zero-order correlations, the partial correlations between work fatigue and career calling (rzero order = −0.195, p < 0.001; rpartial = −0.158, p < 0.001), role overload (rzero order = 0.720, p < 0.001; rpartial = 0.716, p < 0.001), and COVID-19 event disruption (rzero order = 0.231, p < 0.001; rpartial = 0.237, p < 0.001) were still significant. Accordingly, this study demonstrated some common method bias, but it was not serious.

Moreover, we tested the discriminant validity with CFA. The results showed that the research model was a better fit (χ2/df = 3.810, RMSEA = 0.076, GFI = 0.884, TLI = 0.926, CFI = 0.938) than other models. Therefore, the discriminant validity was acceptable.



Descriptive Analysis

We used IBM SPSS Statistics 25.0 to conduct the descriptive analysis. Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations of all variables. The results showed that career calling was negatively and significantly correlated with physical fatigue, mental fatigue, emotional fatigue, and role overload, but was not significantly correlated with COVID-19 event disruption. The coefficients between variables ranged from −0.272 to 0.854. The results were in accordance with our hypotheses and were suitable for further hypothesis testing.


TABLE 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of variables.
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Hypothesis Test

We used the PROCESS macro from Hayes (2013) to test our hypotheses. In the model templates, Model 8 assumed that the moderator W (COVID-19 event disruption) moderated the direct effect (career calling → work fatigue) and the first stage of the mediating effect (career calling → role overload → work fatigue), which was consistent with our theoretical model. In addition, all variables were standardized during the analysis and we controlled for demographic variables and organizational support.

As shown in Table 2, in Models 3, 6, and 9, when controlling for demographic variables, organizational support, and the linear term effect of career calling, the quadratic term of career calling positively predicted physical fatigue (β = 0.180, p < 0.001), mental fatigue (β = 0.246, p < 0.001), and emotional fatigue (β = 0.164, p < 0.01), indicating a U-shaped curvilinear relationship between career calling and physical, mental, and emotional fatigue, supporting Hypotheses 1a to 1c.


TABLE 2. The moderated mediating effect analysis.
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Model 1 in Table 2 shows that the quadratic term of career calling significantly and positively predicted role overload (β = 0.108, p < 0.05), supporting Hypothesis 2. As shown in Model 4, Model 7, and Model 10 in Table 2, after adding role overload as a mediator, role overload and the quadratic term of career calling still significantly and positively predicted physical fatigue (β = 0.607, p < 0.001; β = 0.114, p < 0.01), mental fatigue (β = 0.692, p < 0.001; β = 0.171, p < 0.001), and emotional fatigue (β = 0.650, p < 0.001; β = 0.094, p < 0.01). This indicated that role overload partially mediated the U-shaped curvilinear relationships, supporting Hypotheses 3a to 3c.

In addition, as shown in Models 2, 5, 8, and 11 in Table 2, the interactive term of the career calling quadratic term and COVID-19 event disruption significantly and positively predicted role overload (β = 0.138, p < 0.05), physical fatigue (β = 0.167, p < 0.01), and emotional fatigue (β = 0.096, p < 0.05). This suggests that COVID-19 event disruption moderated the curvilinear relationships. However, the effect of the career calling quadratic term on mental fatigue was not significant (β = 0.058, p > 0.05). Figures 2–4 show that when COVID-19 event disruption was high, the curvilinear relationships between career calling and role overload (slopehigh = 0.181, p < 0.01; slopelow = −0.025, p > 0.05), physical fatigue (slopehigh = 0.227, p < 0.001; slopelow = −0.017, p > 0.05), and emotional fatigue (slopehigh = 0.171, p < 0.001; slopelow = 0.024, p > 0.05) were more significant, whereas the above relationships were not significant when COVID-19 event disruption was low, supporting Hypotheses 4, 5a, and 5c.
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FIGURE 2. Moderating effect of COVID-19 event disruption between career calling and role overload.
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FIGURE 3. Moderating effect of COVID-19 event disruption between career calling and physical fagitue.
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FIGURE 4. Moderating effect of COVID-19 event disruption between career calling and emotional fagitue.


Successively, the results in Table 3 show that all bias-corrected 95% CIs for moderated mediating effects of career calling2 → role overload → physical fatigue [B = 0.058, 95% CI = 0.014, 0.115], career calling2 → role overload → mental fatigue [B = 0.071, 95% CI = 0.019, 0.135], and career calling2 → role overload → emotional fatigue [B = 0.068, 95% CI = 0.017, 0.129] excluded zero. Moreover, when COVID-19 event disruption was high, the bias-corrected 95% CI of the mediating effect [B = 0.096, 95% CI = 0.040, 0.159; B = 0.118, 95% CI = 0.044, 0.191; B = 0.112, 95% CI = 0.045, 0.186] excluded zero, supporting Hypotheses 6a to 6c.


TABLE 3. The bootstrap test of a moderated mediating effect.
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DISCUSSION

Drawing on the JD-R model and EST, this study constructed a moderated mediating model to examine how and when career calling was related to work fatigue among Chinese police officers under the condition of COVID-19 event disruption. The results showed that career calling had a U-shaped curvilinear relationship with physical, mental, and emotional fatigue, and role overload partially mediated these direct relationships. Furthermore, COVID-19 event disruption positively moderated the direct relationship of career calling with role overload, physical fatigue, and emotional fatigue, and positively moderated the first stage of the mediating effects. These findings have important theoretical and practical implications.


Theoretical Contributions

This study offers four theoretical contributions to the career calling literature. First, the results advance a better theoretical understanding of the curvilinear effect of career calling on detrimental workplace outcomes and advance the research stream on the potential curvilinear effect of career calling. Although previous studies revealed the double-edged-sword effect of career calling on individual and organizational workplace outcomes (Duffy and Dik, 2013; Duffy et al., 2014, 2016, 2018; Hirschi et al., 2019), they reported the effects in a linear rather than a curvilinear way. This study addressed the resulting research gap and actively responded to an appeal for further research on the curvilinear effect of career calling on workplace consequences among various occupational groups (Duffy et al., 2018; Lysova et al., 2019). We found that career calling had a U-shaped curvilinear relationship with work fatigue and role overload. Under the framework of the JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001), a moderate level of career calling will heighten job-related personal resources appropriately, which is efficient for balancing job demands. Thus, the positive nature of career calling will decrease work fatigue and role overload without resource loss or depletion. In contrast, an excessively high level of career calling will aggravate the burden of social responsibility and career norms placed on police officers when faced with excessive job demands. In this situation, constant demands increasing will simultaneously lead to excessive resource depletion, resulting in detrimental workplace outcomes.

Second, by constructing a moderated mediating model to examine the mediating effect of role overload and the moderating effect of COVID-19 event disruption, this study enriches the present theoretical framework of career calling and provides new directions for future research on the mechanism underlying how career calling affects detrimental workplace outcomes. Existing studies have focused on the mechanism underlying the effect of career calling on workplace outcomes, for instance, the mediating role of career adaptability (Xie et al., 2016), work role fit, psychological meaningfulness (Rothmann and Hamukang’andu, 2013), occupational identity clarity, and occupational self-efficacy (Hirschi, 2012) between career calling and work engagement; affective commitment between career calling and in-role performance (Kim et al., 2018); work meaning between career calling and work positive work attitudes (Steger et al., 2010); and organizational instrumentality between career calling and organization-directed citizenship behavior and job satisfaction (Xie et al., 2017). However, most studies adopted a positive perspective in a linear way. This study took a negative perspective and unpacked the “black box” in the U-shaped curvilinear relationship between career calling and work fatigue by examining the mediating effect of role overload. The results showed that role overload is a partial mediator in the relationship between career calling and work fatigue. This is in line with the JD-R model, which asserts that resource loss and depletion accompanied by serious role overload will further lead to work fatigue. Thus, the results highlight the importance of role overload in the curvilinear effect of career calling on work fatigue.

Third, this study deepens our knowledge about how a global major emergency like the COVID-19 pandemic can affect the relationship between career calling and negative outcomes. EST asserts that workplace or social events can influence individuals’ mental status and behavior patterns from top to bottom (Morgeson et al., 2015; Chen et al., 2020). We provided empirical support for how such a disruptive event affects the mechanism underlying the effect of career calling on work fatigue via role overload. The results showed that COVID-19 event disruption positively moderated the direct effect of career calling on role overload, physical fatigue, and emotional fatigue, respectively, and the first stage of the mediating effect. When COVID-19 event disruption was high, the relationships were stronger. According to EST, the COVID-19 pandemic has had global disruptive effects (Cunill et al., 2020; Zheng, 2020). This is particularly true for police officers, with disruptions affecting their physical and mental health, manifesting in such symptoms as insomnia, stress, and fatigue (Fu et al., 2020; Laufs and Waseem, 2020; Zhu et al., 2020). Under high COVID-19 event disruption, officers perceived an exaggerated level of career calling stemming from social responsibility, and the inherent meaning associated with their identity aggravated their work fatigue by increasing their workload and role load. These results expand previous studies that focused on micro individual factors, rather than macro social factors (Duffy et al., 2018; Huang et al., 2018; Lysova et al., 2019). Moreover, this study expands our knowledge about the relationship between career calling and negative outcomes in the latest theoretical model of career calling (the work as a calling theory) (Duffy et al., 2018).

Fourth, by focusing on police officers as a special occupational group in Chinese culture, this study identified the different effects of career calling among emergency occupational groups in this particular culture and context (Duffy et al., 2018; Lysova et al., 2019). Previous studies explored the relationship between career calling in college students, workers, priests, and zookeepers, but few have focused on police officers, particularly Chinese police officers, who are members of a collectivistic culture and base their career calling on community and social needs to a higher extent (Dik and Duffy, 2015). By concentrating on the police occupational group and systematically examining the curvilinear effect of career calling on work fatigue, this study enriches the body of knowledge from previous research and paves the way for future studies on career calling and other workplace outcomes in different cultures and occupational groups to address issues of generalizability (Thompson and Bunderson, 2019).



Practical Implications

Our findings also have several valuable practical implications. First, the curvilinear effect of career calling on detrimental workplace outcomes among police officers is important for organizations and individuals. Our results showed that career calling had a direct curvilinear effect on work fatigue and an indirect effect via role overload by increasing and depleting job-related personal resources. Thus, organizations should be aware of such curvilinear effect of career calling on police officers’ role overload and work fatigue and appropriately assign tasks to ensure that job demands are fit for officers’ available resources, as this may reduce role overload and work fatigue. In addition, police officers themselves should also adjust their level of career calling to keep job demands and personal resources balanced. A moderate rather than an excessive level of career calling should be encouraged at work, especially in training programs. As seen, beyond an optimal point, the positive effect of career calling on work fatigue and role overload can become negative.

The results also shed light on the moderating role of COVID-19 event disruption, showing that a high COVID-19 event disruption both strengthened the direct U-shaped curvilinear relationship between career calling and role overload, physical fatigue, and emotional fatigue, and the first stage of the mediating effect of role overload. It is well known that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a more significant effect on police officers’ physical and psychological health in terms of chronic stress, high risks, role overload, and workload than on civilians (Zhu et al., 2020). Hence, before such a major public emergency, organizations should prepare emergency plans and carry out exercises to increase police officers’ fitness and minimize their role overload and work fatigue during the emergency period.

Finally, more organizational and family support should be provided, because social resources such as organizational and family support may have beneficial workplace outcomes, such as promoting fitness and increasing work and life satisfaction, positive emotion, and commitment (Duffy et al., 2018). Moreover, some police officers experienced physical and psychological symptoms, including sleep problems, compulsion, and depression, related to role overload, workload, and risks during the COVID-19 pandemic (Teng et al., 2020; Zhu et al., 2020). Therefore, after a significant disruptive event such as the COVID-19 pandemic, first responders should be allowed self-adjustment time to relax, family relationship assistance through telephone/internet, and applied interventions to reduce family conflicts (Stankovska et al., 2020; Teng et al., 2020), which are services that most police officers requested (Zhu et al., 2020).



Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations. First, it used a cross-sectional design and self-report measures; thus, a degree of common method bias was inevitable, and causal relationships between career calling, work fatigue, role overload, and event disruption could not be inferred (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Thus, experimental, time-lag, and longitudinal designs are encouraged in future research. Second, this study only examined the curvilinear relationship between career calling and work fatigue via role overload in the context of COVID-19 event disruption. Future studies should investigate potential negative curvilinear effects of career calling on individual and organizational workplace outcomes, particularly for first responders to major emergencies, including healthcare workers and community volunteers. Finally, we regarded the COVID-19 pandemic disruption as an important contextual factor to explore its effect on the mechanism underlying the effect of career calling on work fatigue. To deeply understand the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic, the boundary effect of the COVID-19 pandemic criticality and novelty should be further examined and synergistically grounded in EST.
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Standardized coefficients were presented. *p < 0.05, *p < 0.01, **p < 0.001.
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