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Although the dominant view in the literature suggests that work-related anxiety experienced by employees affects their behavior and performance, little research has focused on how and when leaders’ workplace anxiety affects their followers’ job performance. Drawing from Emotions as Social Information (EASI) theory, we propose dual mechanisms of cognitive interference and emotional exhaustion to explain the relationship between leader workplace anxiety and subordinate job performance. Specifically, cognitive interference is the mechanism that best explains the link between leader workplace anxiety and follower task performance, while emotional exhaustion is the mechanism that best explains the link between leader workplace anxiety and follower contextual performance. Additionally, we examine how follower epistemic motivation serves as a boundary condition for the effect of leader anxiety on follower performance outcomes. Results from a 2-wave study of 228 leader-follower dyads in a high-tech company mostly supported our theoretical model. We conclude the study with a discussion of the theoretical and practical implications of our findings.
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Introduction

In the current “age of anxiety,” the dual influences of unfavorable environmental factors and individual psychological characteristics cause many people to experience varying degrees of anxiety in the workplace (Cheng and McCarthy, 2018). Workplace anxiety refers to employees’ reaction to the stressors generated at work. When they are anxious, employees may feel nervous, stressed, and uneasy about work-related performance (McCarthy et al., 2016; Cheng and McCarthy, 2018). Workplace anxiety has potentially detrimental consequences for both employees and their organizations. Specifically, employees who experience anxiety at work may have reduced job performance (Ford et al., 2011; McCarthy et al., 2016) and job satisfaction (Boyd et al., 2009). In addition, anxiety may prompt counterproductive behaviors (Rodell and Judge, 2009), workplace cheating behavior (Hillebrandt and Barclay, 2022), and self-interested unethical behavior (Kouchaki and Desai, 2015). From the team’s perspective, job-related anxiety may have an inverted U-shaped curvilinear relationship with team innovation (Mao et al., 2021).

Considering the harmful consequences of workplace anxiety on employee attitudes and behaviors, it is not surprising that a large number of articles have focused on the negative effects of workplace anxiety (Eysenck et al., 2007; McCarthy et al., 2016; Calderwood et al., 2018; Lin et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020). Despite these efforts, research on the relationship between workplace anxiety and overall job performance may still be considered relatively simplistic and incomplete (Cheng and McCarthy, 2018). Previous studies mostly focused on how employees’ job-related anxiety affects their work outcomes, while ignoring the role of leader anxiety in this process. Anxiety is an emotional system of defensive behavior triggered by cues of an impending non-specific threat (Cisler et al., 2010). In leader-subordinate interactions, leader emotions have a great influence on subordinates’ behavior, emotions, and thoughts (George, 2000). More specifically, the emotions displayed by a leader will send signals to subordinates about the leader’s psychological state and possible future behavior. In turn, subordinates will likely change their behavior in response to these signals. Thus, it is essential to understand how leaders’ emotional displays affect subordinates’ job performance. Existing research on this topic has focused on two aspects. On the one hand, researchers examined positive emotions such as happiness in the rating of leaders’ negotiation latitude (Newcombe and Ashkanasy, 2002), leaders’ effectiveness (Gaddis et al., 2004), and employee performance (Gaddis et al., 2004). On the other hand, studies on negative leader emotions have mostly focused on the influence of leader anger on employee attitudes and behaviors (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018). Anxiety, which is an important negative emotion in today’s workplace, has not received sufficient attention and research. Therefore, it is crucial to understand how leader anxiety affects subordinate performance and, in turn, the performance of their organization.

Second, prior anxiety research has focused almost exclusively on the prediction of in-role behaviors (task performance) that reflect formal job expectations. However, the effect of anxiety on extra-role behaviors beyond the job description (contextual performance) has been overlooked (Calderwood et al., 2018). Task performance is defined as the effective work output achieved by employees through the application of their skills or abilities, and is an important measure of job effectiveness (Motowidlo et al., 1997, p. 72). Contextual performance refers to behavior that is not specified in the job description but which does contribute to the organization’s positive function and performance, such as voluntarily helping coworkers, cooperating with superiors, or providing suggestions to improve the workplace (Motowidlo and Van Scotter, 1994; Van Scotter et al., 2000). Since task performance and contextual performance are different categories of behavior, they are likely to have different antecedent factors (Motowidlo and Van Scotter, 1994; Borman and Motowidlo, 1997). Therefore, it is necessary to explore the differential effects of leader anxiety on employee task and contextual performance.

Accordingly, our study aims to better understand how and when leader workplace anxiety influences subordinates’ task and contextual performance. We draw on the Emotions as Social Information (EASI) model (Van Kleef, 2009) to examine how subordinates’ cognitive interference and emotional exhaustion transmit the effect of leader anxiety on subordinate performance. Specifically, we suggest that leader anxiety can affect employee job performance by simultaneously triggering employees’ inferential processes and emotional reactions. We propose that the above mentioned inferential process occurs when workplace anxiety provides employees with informational cues that lead them to initiate deep cognitive processing to infer the social intentions behind the leader’s emotions, which can increase those employees’ cognitive interference. When employees experience cognitive interference, their task performance will suffer. We also propose that employees will have an emotional response where their leader’s negative anxiety will lead to their emotional exhaustion through the process of emotional contagion. This emotional exhaustion will reduce employees’ contextual performance. We further propose that cognitive interference better explains how leader anxiety influences employee task performance, while emotional exhaustion better explains how leader anxiety influences employee contextual performance. To provide more situational context to our research, we also examine follower epistemic motivation as a potential moderator of the relationship between leader anxiety and subordinate job performance. Epistemic motivation originates from individuals’ need for cognitive closure and refers to the motivation to engage in deep thinking (Scholten et al., 2007) and independently develop and hold well-informed conclusions about the world (Amit and Sagiv, 2013). Consequently, epistemic motivation might influence employees’ ability to process information (Mayseless and Kruglanski, 1987), including their emotional and cognitive responses to their leader’s anxiety (Van Kleef et al., 2009). Thus, we examine epistemic motivation as a moderator of the relationship between cognitive interference and emotional exhaustion and employee performance outcomes. Our theoretical model is shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
The theoretical model of our research.


Our research makes three main contributions to the literature. First, we advance the anxiety literature by deriving a conceptual framework from past theory and research to describe the mechanisms by which leader workplace anxiety affects follower performance. Based on the Emotion-as-Social-Information theory, we tested how follower emotional exhaustion and cognitive interference mediate the relationship between leader anxiety and employee job outcomes. Second, we extend the anxiety literature by simultaneously considering the influence of workplace anxiety on subordinates’ task performance and contextual performance. Because previous studies have found that task and contextual performance involve different behavior patterns and have unique antecedents (Motowidlo and Van Scotter, 1994), considering the different mechanisms through which leader anxiety affects these two aspects of performance can help organizations to implement more targeted initiatives for improving employee performance. Finally, we also contribute to the literature on the EASI model by examining the effects of a discrete emotion experienced in the workplace (anxiety) on employee behavior. Previous studies using this model have examined the effects of discrete emotions, such as anger (Van Kleef et al., 2010), disappointment (Van Kleef et al., 2006), and happiness (Van Kleef et al., 2004), on individual behavior. However, anxiety as a pervasive workplace problem has only rarely been examined.



Theoretical development and hypotheses


Workplace anxiety

Anxiety is defined as the tendency to experience tension and worry with regard to the appraisal of threatening situations (Spielberger, 1985; Lazarus, 1991). Spielberger’s (1985) definition highlighted the multifaceted nature of anxiety and distinguished between trait and state anxiety. Unlike general trait anxiety, which refers to an individual’s stable and general experience of anxiety, workplace anxiety is a domain-specific construct that is affected by both individual differences and workplace characteristics (Spielberger, 1966, 2013; Motowidlo et al., 1986). Workplace anxiety is defined as a negative emotional state related to work and is characterized by subjective feelings of tension and apprehension for completing job tasks (Sarason et al., 1990; Muschalla and Linden, 2012; Cheng and McCarthy, 2018). Workplace anxiety encompasses apprehension about performing specific tasks, such as job interview anxiety (Mccarthy and Goffin, 2004) or project anxiety (Wang et al., 2021). In addition, workplace anxiety is different from the related construct of neuroticism. While neuroticism reflects a tendency to experience a wide range of negative emotions such as fear and guilt, as well as emotional instability (Goldberg, 1990), workplace anxiety is a response to work-related stressors which manifests in the form of stress symptoms (Cheng and McCarthy, 2018).

In this study, we focus on leader workplace anxiety for several reasons. First, leaders not only need to complete their work tasks but also undertake important aspects of people management such as developing the relationship with subordinates or even handling complex relationships between multiple members of the organization at different levels of the hierarchy (Turner and Müller, 2005). Second, leaders act as powerful agents within the organization and their emotions have a considerable influence on the effectiveness of subordinates’ work (Van Kleef et al., 2009).



Cognitive interference and emotional exhaustion as dual mediating mechanisms

There has been a growing body of research on workplace anxiety over the past two decades. Most of these studies have focused on the effects of anxiety on employees’ behavior. However, emotions are not simply a reflection of a person’s internal emotional state—they can also serve as social information cues that convey important information to that person. The Emotion as Social Information (EASI) theory provides a comprehensive framework to understand how emotions are interpreted and used by those who perceive them (Van Kleef, 2014). The EASI model (Van Kleef, 2009) posits that emotions can affect the perceiver’s behaviors via two distinct routes: inferential processes and emotional reactions. Inferential processes refer to an emotional observer’s inference about the emotion expressor’s true emotions and intentions (Beal et al., 2005). These processes require the observer to make conscious inferences about the emotions of the expresser. Individual cognitive processes and behaviors are adjusted based on information provided by other people’s emotions (Sarason et al., 1995). In this way, leader anxiety will engage subordinates’ cognitive processes, resulting in cognitive interference for the subordinate.

Emotional reactions are the processes through which emotions expressed by one individual influence the emotions of another individual who observes them (Wang et al., 2017). Unlike inferential processes, emotional reactions mean that emotional expression directly stimulates the observer’s emotional state, thus producing an emotional “interpersonal effect” (Van Kleef et al., 2010). Specifically, this process can be divided into two stages. In the first stage, emotional expressors directly spread their emotions to observers through emotional contagion (Van Kleef, 2009), which is a tendency to unintentionally and automatically capture other people’s emotions through facial expressions, language, posture, and body movements (Van Kleef et al., 2010). In the second stage, this emotion can “reappear” in the observer and influence his decision-making. This experience requires relatively little cognitive processing. In this way, followers (observers) may exhibit emotional exhaustion as a response to their leaders’ anxiety.



The inferential processes pathway—Cognitive interference

Drawing on the EASI model, the emotional expressions of others can elicit the cognitive processes of observers, which may subsequently affect the observers’ behavior (Van Kleef, 2014; Van Kleef and Côté, 2018). As emotions have such distinct appraisal patterns, organizational members can extract useful information from each other’s emotional expressions through the cognitive process, which guides their behaviors and attitudes (Hareli and Hess, 2010). For example, when an employee is confronted with an expression of anger from her team leader, she may infer that her leader is not satisfied with the team’s current work outcomes, and decide to make an extra effort to improve the team’s performance (Van Kleef et al., 2009). Since cognitive interference mainly reflects an individual losing focus on task-related thoughts and behaviors (Sarason et al., 1986a,2014), we used cognitive interference as the main factor explaining the negative relationship between leader workplace anxiety and subordinate job performance. In this study, we discuss the impact of leader workplace anxiety on subordinate task performance and contextual performance separately. Borman and Motowidlo (1997) argued that when conceiving of and measuring employee job performance, it is valuable to distinguish between contextual performance and task performance.

We expect that leader workplace anxiety engages followers’ cognitive processes and interferes with their ability to process immediate events, thereby reducing their job performance. High job performance requires sustained effort over extended periods, requiring employees to mobilize cognitive resources such as high levels of attention and focus. This means that any kind of cognitive interference may divert employees’ attention from their current job task, resulting in lower task performance. At the same time, cognitive interference also exhausts a number of personal resources, including time, energy, and effort (Beal et al., 2005). This causes employees to lack enough personal resources to engage in additional behaviors that are beneficial to the organization, leading to a negative impact on contextual performance. Thus, we propose:







	

	
Hypothesis 1a: Leader workplace anxiety has a negative indirect effect on followers’ (a) task performance and (b) contextual performance via follower cognitive interference. Specifically, leader workplace anxiety is positively related to follower cognitive interference, which is negatively related to task performance and contextual performance.








The emotional reactions pathway—Emotional exhaustion

Emotion expression can also affect the behavior patterns of observers by triggering their emotional reactions, and then exerting interpersonal influence in the organization (Van Kleef, 2009; Van Kleef and Côté, 2018). When leaders display anxiety in the workplace, employees (often unconsciously and automatically) “catch” this anxiety and start to feel it as well. This process is known as emotional contagion (Van Kleef and Côté, 2018). When negative emotions spread from leaders to their followers, followers may experience a depletion of personal resources such as energy and concentration, which can lead to emotional exhaustion (Maslach et al., 2001). Furthermore, a high level of emotional exhaustion may result in employees not having enough resources to cope with work tasks, which will lead to a decline in task performance (Cropanzano et al., 2003; Halbesleben and Bowler, 2007). Besides task performance, leader workplace anxiety can also affect follower contextual performance through emotional exhaustion. Compared with task performance, contextual performance is usually outside the scope of one’s job and is not part of the formal reward system. Van Scotter et al. (2000) suggested that when and how a person engages in contextual performance is a matter of individual discretion. Therefore, when individuals experience emotional exhaustion, they lack the motivation and resources to go “above and beyond” the scope of their job. This leads us to predict:







	

	
Hypothesis 1b: Leader workplace anxiety has a negative indirect effect on follower (a) task performance and (b) contextual performance via follower emotional exhaustion. Leader workplace anxiety is positively related to follower emotional exhaustion, which is negatively related to task performance and contextual performance.








The moderating role of follower epistemic motivation

Although the inferential processes and emotional reactions described above can lead to lower employee performance, it is important to determine when each process is likely to produce negative work outcomes. According to the EASI framework, the interpersonal effects of emotional expression in the work environment depend on the observer’s motivation and ability to process the information conveyed by these emotions, also known as epistemic motivation (Van Kleef, 2009). Epistemic motivation influences how observers process and respond to the emotions expressed by others (Kruglanski, 1989; Van Kleef et al., 2004).

Specifically, individuals with high epistemic motivation were more likely to view their immediate emotional responses to expressed emotion as inaccurate or irrelevant (Livi et al., 2015). Instead, they are more likely to make deliberate cognitive evaluations about why the other party expressed emotion (Albarracín and Kumkale, 2003). For example, Van Kleef et al. (2009) found that when faced with leaders’ negative emotional expressions, followers with high epistemic motivation were more affected by cognitive reasoning, while followers with low epistemic motivation were more affected by emotional reactions. Van Kleef et al. (2009) also studied the influence of emotional expression on creativity. In their experiment, one participant played the role of an idea generator and the other played the role of evaluator. After the participants had an idea, the evaluators provided negative feedback to the idea producers. But they found that participants with high epistemic motivation were more engaged in the task and had more ideas after their partners expressed anger at their performance. In contrast, participants with low epistemic motivation were less involved in tasks and had fewer ideas after their partners expressed anger.

Given these findings, when followers experience cognitive interference caused by their leader’s expression of anxiety, we expect that the effect of such cognitive interference on task performance depends on each follower’s level of epistemic motivation. Employees with high epistemic motivation will be more likely to reflect on other people’s emotions and engage in deeper analysis and information processing of the root causes of leaders’ anxiety (Kruglanski and Webster, 1996). This will mitigate the negative impact of cognitive interference on task performance. In contrast, employees with low epistemic motivation are not able to analyze and process information about the reasons their leader appears anxious. These employees may continually wonder what is wrong with their leader, which will interfere with the timely completion of their job tasks. Thus, we hypothesize:







	

	
Hypothesis 2a: Follower epistemic motivation will moderate the negative relationship between cognitive interference and task performance, such that this negative relationship is weaker when epistemic motivation is higher rather than lower.






We also expect that epistemic motivation will change the relationship between the emotional exhaustion felt by an employee and her contextual performance. The EASI theory posits that the interpersonal effects of emotional expressions depend on the observer’s ability to process and interpret the information conveyed by these expressions. The shallower the epistemic motivation, the stronger emotional reaction an observer will have to others’ displays of emotion (Hillebrandt and Barclay, 2017; Deng et al., 2020).

Emotional exhaustion depletes an individual’s resources such as energy, optimism, and self-efficacy (Halbesleben and Bowler, 2007). To preserve resources, individuals will attempt to adjust their behavior to minimize resource losses (Hobfoll, 1989; Chen et al., 2020). When employees are emotionally exhausted, they often respond by ignoring all unnecessary tasks and doing the bare minimum. These employees don’t feel they have the time or energy to engage in voluntary or proactive work behaviors which are not strictly required for them to complete their core job tasks. Therefore, employees with low epistemic motivation will be more influenced by emotional reactions to their leader’s anxiety, which will further strengthen the negative impact of emotional exhaustion on contextual performance.







	

	
Hypothesis 2b: Follower epistemic motivation will moderate the negative relationship between emotional exhaustion and contextual performance, such that this negative relationship is weaker when epistemic motivation is higher rather than lower.








Integrative models of the effect of leader anxiety on follower performance

In the above sections, we have proposed that employees’ epistemic motivation serves as a moderator variable affecting two mediation processes (cognitive interference and emotional exhaustion) that link leader anxiety to subordinate job performance. Our model predicts that in leader-follower interactions, workplace anxiety displayed by leaders can reduce contextual performance and task performance through emotional responses and cognitive processes. We predict that followers’ epistemic motivation levels are a boundary condition on this indirect effect. Employees with high epistemic motivation rely less on emotional states and instead process information more deliberately and systematically to guide their behavior. When they experience cognitive interference due to the leader’s expression of workplace anxiety, they will interpret this information as a signal that leaders are dissatisfied with their work results and will work harder to improve task performance.

In contrast, employees with low epistemic motivation tend to process information in a fast, relaxed, and heuristic manner. They respond to displays of emotion with their own emotions. Therefore, when they experience emotional exhaustion due to the leader’s expression of workplace anxiety, individuals with low epistemic motivation further amplify the panic and stress conveyed by their leader. This emotional exhaustion causes employees to be self-critical (Sarason, 1984) and depletes their resources which are necessary for engaging in the proactive, prosocial, and voluntary behaviors which make up an employee’s contextual performance. Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses:







	

	
Hypothesis 3a: Follower epistemic motivation will moderate the indirect effect of leader workplace anxiety on follower task performance via follower cognitive interference, such that this indirect effect will be weaker when epistemic motivation is high than when it is low.












	

	
Hypothesis 3b: Follower epistemic motivation will moderate the indirect effect of leader workplace anxiety on follower contextual performance via follower emotional exhaustion, such that this indirect effect will be weaker when epistemic motivation is high than when it is low.









Materials and methods


Sample and procedure

We collected matched supervisor-subordinate dyadic data at two time points from several high-tech enterprises located in northern China. The authors contacted each company’s human resource (HR) director and assisted the HR department with organizing the participants. Each company’s HR department helped us randomly invite dyads with direct supervisor-subordinate relationships to participate in our research. Participants were informed that we were interested in their true feelings and behaviors at work to diagnose current issues within the company and that they could quit at any time. In total, we successfully solicited 279 supervisor-subordinate dyads to participate.

Before participants filled out the questionnaire, we assured them that their answers would be kept confidential and used only for research purposes. Surveys were coded before distribution and were distributed to project team leaders and members. We collected time-lagged data at two different points to alleviate common method bias.

At time 1, we asked 279 team leaders to rate their workplace anxiety and subordinates to rate their emotional exhaustion and cognitive interference. In addition, we asked supervisors and subordinates to report their demographic information including gender, age, education, and supervisor-subordinate tenure. In total, we received 256 pairs of supervisor-subordinate dyadic data at the first time point, giving a response rate of 92%.

At Time 2 (1 month later), the 256 subordinate members who participated in the Time 1 survey assessed their task performance, contextual performance and epistemic motivation. This time, we received a total of 234 responses, for a response rate of 91%. After matching the superior-subordinate data we obtained a final sample of 228 supervisor-subordinate pairs. In the final sample, 128 subordinates (56%) were male. Their average age was 32.46 years old (SD = 8.35), and 156 subordinates (68%) held an undergraduate or graduate university degree. The average supervisor-subordinate tenure was 1.81 years (SD = 1.60). Following the procedures recommended by Rogelberg and Stanton (2007), the results of attrition analysis showed that the demographic information of subordinates who participated in both surveys was not significantly different from that of those who did not complete both surveys. Thus, there was no non-response bias in our sample.



Measures

We followed Brislin’s (1990) procedures to translate items from English to Chinese. Unless noted, we used a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree).


Workplace anxiety

We adapted the eight-item scale from Mccarthy and Goffin (2004) to measure workplace anxiety. A sample item is: “I worry about whether others consider me to be a good employee for the job.” (α = 0.933).



Emotional exhaustion

Using an eight-item scale from Maslach and Jackson (1981), we asked participants to evaluate the degree of emotional exhaustion they experienced. An example item was “I feel fatigued when I get up in the morning and have to face another day on the job” (α = 0.93).



Cognitive interference

Cognitive interference was assessed with the five-item subscale of the Cognitive Interference Questionnaire Items developed by Sarason et al. (1986b). A sample item is: “When I feel that my colleagues were nervous and anxious, I thought about how poorly I was doing” (α = 0.89).



Epistemic motivation

We employed the eleven-item scale developed by Neuberg and Newsom (1993) to measure epistemic motivation. The translated version of the scale that was used in the present study has been validated in prior work (Van Kleef et al., 2009). Examples of scale items are, “It upsets me to go into a situation without knowing what I can expect from it” (α = 0.82).



Contextual performance

We utilized the fourteen-item scale developed by Borman and Motowidlo (1997) to measure contextual performance. Examples of scale items are, “I often work with team members” and “I volunteered to help other colleagues finish their work” (α = 0.97).



Task performance

Task performance was assessed with the ten-item scale developed by Borman and Motowidlo (1997). A sample item is: “I am qualified for the assigned task” (α = 0.86).



Control variables

We controlled for the gender of the participants because previous studies have found that men and women may experience different levels of workplace anxiety for several reasons. First, biological factors such as genetic predisposition and hormonal influences may predispose women to experience higher levels of anxiety in different workplace contexts (Brooks and Schweitzer, 2011; Feeney et al., 2015). Second, women are more vulnerable to discrimination in the workplace, such as wage gaps and glass ceilings (Padavic and Reskin, 2002), which usually leads to higher levels of anxiety (Klonoff et al., 2000). Third, women often face unfair work-family balance requirements, such as being expected to undertake a lot of housework while being asked to finish their work efficiently (Baruch et al., 1987).




Confirmatory factor analyses

To investigate the discriminant validity of focal variables, we performed a series of confirmatory factor analyses with all items as indicators. Fit indices for a six-factor model including workplace anxiety, emotional exhaustion, cognitive interference, epistemic motivation, task performance, and contextual performance were satisfactory (Hu and Bentler, 1999): χ2 = 1939.82, p < 0.01, Comparative Fit Index = 0.91, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation = 0.05, Standardized Root Mean Square Residual = 0.07. Alternative models that combined cognitive interference and emotional exhaustion, as well as contextual performance and task performance, did not improve the fit compared to the six-factor model. Therefore, the six-factor model was retained for hypothesis testing.




Results


Descriptive analyses

Table 1 displays means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliability estimates for study variables. Leader workplace anxiety was significantly and positively correlated with follower cognitive inference (r = 0.240, p < 0.01) and emotional exhaustion (r = 0.383, p < 0.01). Follower cognitive inference was significantly and negatively correlated with task performance and contextual performance (r = –0.414, p < 0.01 and r = –0.401, p < 0.01, respectively). Emotional exhaustion was also negatively correlated with task performance and contextual performance (r = –0.116, p = 0.081 and r = –0.181, p < 0.01, respectively).


TABLE 1    Means, standard deviations, correlations, and reliabilities among studied variables.
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Hypothesis testing

We first adopted hierarchical regression and Hayes’s (2017) SPSS macro to test moderated mediation. By using bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals (CIs) with 5,000 bootstrap samples, our study examined the proposed indirect and conditional indirect effects.


Tests of mediation effects

Hypothesis 1a proposes that leader workplace anxiety indirectly affects follower task and contextual performance via cognitive interference. As shown in Table 2, in the parallel mediation model, leader workplace anxiety was positively related to follower cognitive interference (b = 0.159, p < 0.001), which was negatively related to task performance (b = –0.546, p < 0.001) and contextual performance (b = –0.065, p = 0.08). As reflected in Table 3, the bootstrap analyses revealed that the indirect effect of leader workplace anxiety on follower task performance through cognitive interference was significant, b = –0.064, 95% CI [–0.107, –0.029]. However, the indirect effect of leader workplace anxiety on contextual performance through cognitive interference was not significant, b = –0.004, 95% CI [–0.021, 0.036]. Thus, H1a was only supported for task performance.


TABLE 2    Results of hierarchical regression analyses pertaining to hypotheses 1 and 2.

[image: Table 2]


TABLE 3    Indirect and conditional indirect effects.

[image: Table 3]

Hypothesis 1b predicts that leader workplace anxiety indirectly affects follower task and contextual performance via emotional exhaustion. In the parallel mediation model, leader workplace anxiety was positively related to follower emotional exhaustion (b = 0.244, p < 0.001), which was negatively related to follower task performance (b = –0.237, p < 0.01) and contextual performance (b = –0.059, p < 0.05). Similarly, the bootstrap analysis showed that the indirect effect of workplace anxiety on follower contextual performance through emotional exhaustion was significant, b = –0.056, 95% CI [–0.100, –0.025]. However, the specific indirect effect of leader workplace anxiety on follower task performance through emotional exhaustion was not significant, b = –0.007, 95% CI [–0.034, 0.021]. Thus, H1b was only supported for contextual performance.



Tests of moderation effects

Hypotheses 2a predicts that follower epistemic motivation will moderate the relationship between cognitive interference and task performance, such that this negative relationship is weaker when follower epistemic motivation is higher rather than lower. Results in Table 2 indicated that the interaction term of followers’ epistemic motivation and cognitive interference on task performance was significant (b = 0.104, s.e. = 0.029, p < 0.01). Simple slope tests and the interaction plot depicted in Figure 2 show that when epistemic motivation was high (1 SD above the mean), cognitive interference was negatively related to employee task performance (simple slope = –0.642, p < 0.001). When epistemic motivation was low (1 SD below the mean), the negative relationship between followers’ cognitive interference and task performance was stronger (simple slope = –0.746, p < 0.001). Although cognitive interference was negatively related to task performance in the case of both high and low epistemic motivation, the relationship was stronger when epistemic motivation was low.
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FIGURE 2
The moderating effect of epistemic motivation on the relationship between follower cognitive interference and task performance.


Hypothesis 2b proposes that epistemic motivation will moderate the relationship between follower emotional exhaustion and contextual performance, such that this negative relationship is weaker when epistemic motivation is higher rather than lower. Results presented in Table 2 show that the interaction term of epistemic motivation and emotional exhaustion on contextual performance was not significant (b = 0.009, s.e. = 0.029, ns). Thus, Hypothesis 2b was not supported.



Tests of conditional indirect effects

Hypotheses 3a and 3b propose indirect effects which are moderated by epistemic motivation. As shown in Table 3, the indirect effect of leader anxiety on follower task performance was both significant at higher [b = –0.023, 95% CI = (–0.048, –0.006)] and lower [b = –0.055, 95% CI = (–0.093, –0.021)] levels of epistemic motivation. Using a directional index of moderated mediation test (Hayes, 2015), we found that these effects were significantly different, difference = 0.032, 95% CI = [0.012, 0.068]. However, the indirect effect of leader anxiety on contextual performance was not significant at higher [b = –0.022, 95% CI = (–0.051, –0.002)] or lower [b = –0.027, 95% CI = (-0.069, 0.001)] levels of epistemic motivation. Thus, our results support Hypothesis 3a, but not 3b.





Discussion

Drawing on the Emotion-as-Social-Information theory, our study investigated how leader workplace anxiety affects employee task performance and contextual performance through two pathways: emotional exhaustion and cognitive interference. We also found that employee epistemic motivation is a key boundary condition in this indirect relationship. Our findings offer implications about how leader anxiety can affect subordinate performance.


Theoretical implications

First, we extend the job performance literature by examining the differential influence mechanisms of leader anxiety on employee performance. Previous research on the impact of anxiety on performance has mainly studied performance as a one-dimensional construct, with few studies suggesting that anxiety might have different effects on different dimensions of performance. Our research showed that anxiety affects different types of performance through different mechanisms. While cognitive interference mediated the effect of leader anxiety on task performance, emotional exhaustion mediated the effect of leader anxiety on contextual performance.

Second, we respond to calls for a fine-tuned framework to explore the connection between leader anxiety and follower behaviors (Liu et al., 2017). Previous studies related to this area mainly focused on the intrapersonal effects of discrete negative emotions, showing for instance that experiencing anger (Van Kleef et al., 2010) and disappointment (Van Kleef et al., 2006) influence individual judgments, creativity, and helping behavior (Calderwood et al., 2018). The present study shows that emotions can also exert their influence at the interpersonal level. Our research conclusion is consistent with previous research results, which further prove that emotions can exert interpersonal influences by transmitting information to others or triggering reciprocal emotions of others (Ekman, 1993; Fridlund, 1994; Van Kleef, 2014). We found that leader workplace anxiety negatively affects subordinate task performance and contextual performance through two separate mechanisms: cognitive interference and emotional exhaustion.

Third, our study extends EASI theory in several important ways. Specifically, the EASI framework provides a mechanism to explain how leader emotions affect follower behaviors and introduces the social function view of emotions into the leadership field. We apply EASI theory to an organizational setting and show how its predictions apply to the effect of managers’ emotional displays on their subordinates. Specifically, we found that leader anxiety can affect subordinates’ job performance by triggering both their inferential processes and emotional reactions. These findings help to generalize the principles of EASI theory to the ongoing leader-follower relationships that occur in actual organizations. Furthermore, we contribute to the literature on the EASI model by examining the effect of anxiety, a discrete emotion universally experienced in the workplace, on individual behavior. Previous studies using this model have examined the effects of discrete emotions such as anger (Van Kleef et al., 2010), disappointment (Van Kleef et al., 2006) and happiness (Van Kleef et al., 2004) on individual behavior. However, anxiety as a pervasive workplace problem has rarely been examined.



Practical implications

Our findings also offer insights into managerial practice. First, employee performance is not only affected by the employee’s own anxiety, but also their leader’s anxiety. Therefore, leaders need to be aware that their emotional displays may have a considerable impact on their followers’ behaviors. More specifically, we suggest leaders should learn to adjust their anxiety in the workplace and try to avoid showing excessive anxiety in front of subordinates. To alleviate the anxiety of team leaders and reduce the impact of leader anxiety on employees’ work results, organizations should reduce the work pressure of leaders and guide them to effectively use their rest time to adjust their emotions (McCarthy et al., 2016). Second, organizations should not only pay attention to employee wellbeing but also provide leaders with mental health resources and channels for them to express their anxiety. For example, leaders could be provided with mindfulness courses or guidance on how to convey their anxiety to employees during face-to-face communications. Third, managers should be aware of their anxiety level and actively pursue personal strategies to reduce anxiety, such as learning new hobbies and getting quality sleep.



Limitations and future research

Despite the theoretical contributions and practical implications discussed above, our research is not without limitations, which provide avenues for future work. First, all variables we measured were evaluated by a survey, which may lead to a certain degree of common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012). To alleviate this concern, we collected multi-source and multi-time data to test our hypotheses (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Nevertheless, we suggest that future research can further avoid this type of common-method bias by utilizing more objective measures to provide a more accurate assessment of the relationships between the study variables. In addition, we did not verify the causal relationship between variables, so we recommend that future researchers manipulate rather than just measure leaders’ workplace anxiety by conducting experimental studies. They may also adopt an empirical sampling method to dynamically track the impact of leaders’ intra-day mood changes on employee performance.

Second, our study only explored how subordinates’ epistemic motivations act as boundary conditions affecting the relationship between leader workplace anxiety and subordinate job performance. Therefore, future research could continue to explore other possible contextual factors, such as leaders’ emotion regulation strategies, employees’ personal traits, the quality of leader-member exchanges, and organizational climate. For example, subordinates who are more professionally adaptable and resilient are likely to be less susceptible to the severe consequences of leader workplace anxiety, and leaders who are adept at employing emotion regulation strategies can reduce the impact of their anxiety on their employees.

Third, considering the widespread use of work groups in organizations, another important direction for future research is to consider the anxiety levels of groups. In work teams, individual employees may transmit their anxiety to other team members through emotional contagion (Hatfield et al., 1992).

Fourth, we were only able to collect empirical data from China, a culture that features high power distance and a highly collectivistic orientation. Although the theoretical arguments discussed in our study are not culturally bound, we encourage future research to use cross-cultural data to demonstrate the generalizability of our findings.




Conclusion

Today, workplace anxiety is more prominent than ever before, leading to noticeable consequences for employees and organizations. This study established, tested, and discovered that leader workplace anxiety affects subordinate performance through both emotional and cognitive mechanisms. Meanwhile, our study also contends that employee epistemic motivation acts as an antidote to the influence of leader anxiety on subordinate job performance. Overall, these findings provide further insights for researchers and practitioners to understand the consequences of workplace anxiety.
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