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Abstract: Overqualification is prevalent in times of economic downturn, and research has increasingly
focused on its outcomes. This study aimed to explore the psychological burden caused by perceived
overqualification (POQ) and its impact on creativity among high-tech enterprise employees. Drawing
from effort–reward imbalance theory, we examined the effect of POQ on emotional exhaustion,
along with the mediating role of emotional exhaustion in the POQ–creativity relationship and the
moderating role of pay for performance (PFP) in strengthening the link between POQ and emotional
exhaustion. Using cross-sectional data from a sample of 359 employees in China, we found that
(1) POQ was positively related to emotional exhaustion; (2) emotional exhaustion was negatively
related to creativity; (3) PFP moderated the effect of POQ on emotional exhaustion as well as the
indirect effect of POQ on creativity via emotional exhaustion. These findings have both theoretical
and practical implications.

Keywords: perceived overqualification; emotional exhaustion; creativity; pay for performance

1. Introduction

Even before the word pandemic re-entered the literary canon, more than one-third
of the workforce felt that they had education, skills, and experience that far exceeded
the requirement of their roles; namely, they were overqualified [1,2]. The global reces-
sion and a lack of job opportunities mean that more people feel overqualified for their
position in recent years. The post-epidemic era will likely see some careers stagnate [3],
and this phenomenon may have a tendency to spread. Overqualification has therefore
attracted substantial academic and practitioner interest as a psychosocial risk factor in the
workplace [4].

Both individuals and organizations are adversely affected by overqualification. In gen-
eral, employees who feel overqualified tend to be less positive about their workplace [5], are
more likely to be considering resignation [6], have a high propensity to be unproductive [7],
and tend to be less healthy than others in the workforce [8]. However, there have been
empirical studies that have shown the opposite is true and that perceived overqualification
(POQ) can also lead to some good results, such as extra-role behavior [9], interpersonal al-
truism [10], and creativity and innovation [11]. The relationship between overqualification
and creativity is important but has not been thoroughly researched [12], and consequently,
it is ambiguous.

We focused on creativity, which involves generating new and useful ideas regarding
products, services, practices, and procedures [13], as a negative reaction to POQ. Organiza-
tions today compete in a dynamic and uncertain environment in which creativity is highly
valuable [14]. Creativity is believed to aid in decision making in ambiguous situations,
such as those created by the COVID-19 pandemic, through improving flexible thinking
and idea generation [15]. According to existing research, POQ and creativity are positively
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correlated. Due to their superior KSAOs (knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteris-
tics), overqualified workers can complete their contractual work at a much greater speed
than their colleagues, and thus they can devote more of their time to think creatively [2,16].
In addition, overqualified individuals, as they possess surplus KSAOs, could carry out
divergent thinking, association, and analogic reasoning, which are key to the process of
creativity [17]. Moreover, academics state that motivating factors behind creativity could
be the boredom [18,19] and job dissatisfaction [20] that accompany overqualification. Some
researchers claim that POQ could have a positive impact on creativity, but only if con-
textual factors are taken into account [21,22]. However, there is still another possibility
that the POQ–creativity link may be undesirable, as employees who perceive themselves
as overqualified are considered lacking intrinsic motivation to participate in the creative
process owing to poor person–job fit [21]. Accordingly, Lin et al. found that perceived
underemployment had an inverted U-shaped relationship with creativity through the me-
diation effect of task crafting, which provides evidence for a potential negative relationship
in this link [19].

Moreover, since the antecedents and conditions of creativity are complex and diverse,
only limited studies have examined the mediation processes linking overqualification and
creativity. There has been a great deal of research focused on cognitive and emotional
variables as the process linking overqualification and its consequences [16]. The occupa-
tional stress levels of employees are believed to have a significant impact on creativity,
organizational citizenship behavior, and counterproductive work behaviors [23], but no
prior research has been conducted to examine the mechanisms between overqualification
and creativity from this perspective. Effort–reward imbalance (ERI) theory states that
overqualified employees put time and effort into acquiring KSAOs, which fails to result
in a satisfactory social exchange through their work role [24]. This may lead to negative
outcomes, such as emotional exhaustion and a reduction in creative outcome.

Research indicates that contextual factors may be a contributing factor to the in-
consistent results of POQ [25]. According to Luksyte and Spitzmueller and the person–
environment fit theory, contextual factors when looking at the POQ link to creativity. They
looked at three of these factors: perceived organizational support, the mentoring of others,
and idiosyncratic deals [21]. Zhang et al. uncovered the employee-development-oriented
organizational cultures’ enhancement of the relationship of POQ and creative performance
that was mediated by organizational identification [22]. Moreover, organizational iden-
tification was seen as another important boundary condition, such that the curvilinear
interactive effect of perceived underemployment and organizational identification indi-
rectly affects creativity through task crafting [26]. Schemes such as pay for performance
(PFP) are beneficial because they provide recognition to overqualified employees based
on the value they add, allowing practitioners to recognize overqualified employees more
comprehensively [27]. Such schemes have become popular in recent years. Overqualified
employees may feel less deprived and feel that they are being treated more fairly if they
are paid according to their skills and competencies and not by the pay scale associated
with their position [27]. This will go some way to prevent a lack of remuneration for the
additional skills and competencies that overqualified employees possess, thus ensuring
that the benefit of their human capital is given due consideration. The notion of using
rewards to foster creativity has received attention in recent years [28]. One area that is
interesting but has had limited research is the impact of organizational policies such as PFP
and its effects.

We make several contributions to the literature with this study. First, drawing from
ERI theory, we obtained a finding that differs from conventionally held mainstream beliefs
that POQ has a negative impact on creativity. Our second contribution extends the scope
of the existing research by testing the mediating role of emotional exhaustion in the
impact of POQ on creativity. Finally, we established a boundary condition under which the
negative effects of POQ would be aggravated or buffered by identifying PFP as a contextual
moderator of critical work.
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2. Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development
2.1. Perceived Overqualification and Employee Creativity

POQ, which is an important dimension of underemployment, is defined as a feeling
of having more experience, skills, and knowledge than is necessary for the job one is
applying for or that one currently holds [5]. This phenomenon can be seen objectively
from the perspective of an employer when comparing an applicant’s qualifications with
the job description or requirements, or it can be looked at subjectively from the experience
of an employee or a potential employee [1,29]. An overqualified individual’s subjective
experiences are more likely to reveal the true complexities of that experience and to provide
a more meaningful prediction of attitudes and behaviors in the workplace [30]. When
considering the compatibility of employees’ qualifications with the job at hand, employees
may evaluate their qualifications using different referents (e.g., past employment and
current coworkers in similar positions). Overqualification may be experienced differently
by two people in a comparable job [31], and as a result, their behavior is likely to be
influenced by their perceptions in very different ways. Our consideration thus focused on
an individual’s subjective perception of being overqualified.

Creativity is essential to sustained business success as it is necessary to recognize
opportunities, anticipate unexpected changes, solve problems, adapt to technology, and
create new businesses [32]. Individual creativity is the conceptualization of interactions
in which employees provide novel and useful ideas regarding products, services, and
processes at work that will be of benefit to multiple stakeholders [29–32]. Recent integrative
reviews differentiated between creativity (an idea generation process) and innovation (i.e.,
the process of implementing ideas [33]). Consistent with this view, in our research, we
focused on creativity as individual behaviors to generate novel and useful ideas, processes,
and solutions [34]. Novelty reflects how a concept, an idea, or a product differs from
traditional practices in a specific job or specific field; a given output is viewed as creative to
the extent that appropriate observers independently agree that it is creative [35]. Usefulness
refers to whether the ideas generated would benefit the organization; ideas that are not
useful in enabling employees to do their jobs better are not considered creative [36,37]. Is
there a reason why some people are more creative than others? To answer this question, a
great deal of research has been conducted. Researchers have looked at a range of personal
and contextual factors that might impact creatives, such as mood and personality [38],
uncontrollability of the job [39], and organizational climates and team processes that
provide creative behavior with support and autonomy [40,41]. Despite overqualification
in the workplace being a widespread phenomenon and the acceptance that creativity
helps maintain competitive advantages, it is surprising that there has not been much
research in this area. Limited information is provided about whether, when, or how
POQ impacts employee creativity. More than half of the researchers in this field have
proposed theoretically that employees who feel overqualified could excel in fields requiring
exceptional abilities, such as creativity, or in generating novel and useful ideas that would
benefit multiple stakeholders [2,16,39,42]. However, only little empirical evidence has been
provided to support that claim [21,22]. What is of interest is that, based on the job-crafting
perspective, Lin et al. developed a serial curvilinear mediated-moderation model that
relates underemployment to individual creativity and organizational citizenship behavior.
They found that perceived underemployment and creativity through task crafting were
interconnected through an inverted U-shaped relationship based on data collected from
327 teachers and their immediate supervisors. A moderating factor was organizational
identification. This provides a possibility that overqualification and creativity may be
negatively correlated. In addition, a lack of recognition and values and the insufficient
nurturing of their skills and abilities are other consequences of overqualification. Without
opportunities to express their confidence at work, individuals tend to develop a low level
of self-efficacy [43], a negative psychological state, and a lack of motivation, all of which are
important prerequisites for creativity. This also provides support for a potential negative
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relationship between the two. Consistent with this view, we intended to explore whether,
how, and when perceived qualification has a negative effect on employee creativity.

2.2. Perceived Overqualification and Emotional Exhaustion

The ERI model in the workplace is built on the foundation of a general approach
to analyzing psychological and social health and well-being. Ultimately, it claims that
successful social exchange via salient roles contributes heavily to personal well-being and
health in adulthood [24]. Social exchange plays a positive and negative role in personal self-
regulation via marriage and parental roles, the work role, and various civic roles. Threats
to this exchange, lack of reciprocity, or exclusion from this exchange weaken feelings of self-
efficacy, self-esteem, and belonging (or self-integration), which have negative consequences
for personal self-regulation. Human well-being seems to be dependent upon these three
functions of self-regulation, and they reflect the delicate balance between a person’s self
and social environment [24,44,45].

A work role is a great example in this regard as it offers options for all three functions
of successful self-regulation: self-efficacy (e.g., good performance and personal growth
and development), self-esteem (e.g., receiving recognition, sufficient compensation, the
potential for promotion), and self-integration (social identity beyond the family, participa-
tion in social and workplace networks) [44,46]. Furthermore, earning a living is critical for
determining the range of opportunities available in life. As an alternative, losing a job and
being excluded from the labor market are two obvious examples of termination from a role
that causes detrimental effects on health, self-regulation, and emotional well-being [47,48].
Losing a job is a stressful and visible experience within the workplace, but other experi-
ences are widespread and potentially just as stressful. Arguably, one of these constellations
of unfavorable social exchange could be a perceived lack of remuneration and reciprocity
for the effort expended in the workplace.

In the case of overqualified employees, since they have further KSAOs and work
experience than the work they acquire, the mismatch between the higher levels of KSAOs
they have worked to achieve in the past and their current careers can be seen as a high-cost
(e.g., education, skills, and experience)/low-gain (e.g., recognition, pay, responsibility)
condition. Intentionally or unintentionally, employees may create high-cost/low-gain
working conditions at work. The cost of disengagement from the labor market (e.g.,
the risk of being laid off or experiencing downward mobility) may outweigh the cost of
accepting inadequate benefits, for instance, when other options in the labor market are
not available [24]. This scenario is frequent for overqualified employees because of the
fierce social competition, making it difficult for the employee to find a job that matches
their qualifications. Consequently, they stay in unrewarding careers. In addition, people
are willing to accept unfair job arrangements temporarily when they know it will increase
their chances of career advancement and related rewards in their later career stage, which
is also common for overqualified employees. Early in a professional career, for example,
one may observe this pattern [49]. When a long-term investment in a career has failed, it
can adversely affect a person’s self-regulation and cause them to experience stress, which
plays a key role in reducing well-being and increasing illness susceptibility [49].

Our model focuses on emotional exhaustion as the underlying mechanism linking
overqualification and employee creativity. As a prior dimension of burnout, emotional
exhaustion refers to a chronic state of emotional and physical energy expenditure [50].
Stress-related fatigue, job-related depression, psychosomatic complaints, and anxiety are
found in occupational stress research to be closely related to emotional exhaustion [51].
This observation indicates that emotional exhaustion can be reasonably theorized as a strain
resulting from workplace stressors. Following the formulation of the original three-part
model of burnout, the conceptual and empirical reasons for this can be identified. Drawing
from the empirical evidence, emotional exhaustion has somewhat stronger relationships
with outcome variables than the other components of burnout [52,53]. Conceptually, Shirom
states that the core meaning of emotional exhaustion is the best way to define burnout [54].
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In addition, academics have been able to differentiate burnout from other related concepts,
such as self-efficacy and self-esteem, by emphasizing emotional exhaustion [54]. As a
result of these empirical findings and conceptual frameworks, we focused on the emotional
exhaustion aspect of burnout as the contributing factor.

There is a common belief that overqualified workers are less likely to be healthy and
happy than adequately qualified employees, as well as empirical evidence to support
that belief [29]. G.J. Johnson and W.R. Johnson surveyed postal workers, leading to their
discovery that a significant negative correlation was found between POQ and employees’
subjective assessment of their general health, and a significant positive correlation was
found between POQ and depression and stress symptoms [4,55]. Navarro, Mas, and
Jiménez conducted a similar study using a sample of university professors. They found
that POQ and fatigue were positively correlated [56]. Furthermore, the effort–reward
ratio was found strongly associated with depersonalization and emotional exhaustion in
a hospital study of 202 nurses in Germany. According to a significant interaction term
between ratio e/r and overcommitment, nurses with a high level of overcommitment
scored higher on both burnout scales [57,58]. Accordingly, here are the hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). POQ is positively related to emotional exhaustion.

2.3. PFP as a Moderator

Through the construct of reward, social role agencies were posited to better understand
the psychological costs of self-regulation failure [59–61]. ERI theory holds that role agency
in social exchange is dependent on the experience of reward [24]. When this process is
threatened, long-term stress may result leading to adverse work behavior. Research has
established that a specific brain system plays a powerful role in motivation, reinforcement,
and reward in personal and interpersonal well-being, the mesolimbic dopamine system,
which innervates the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for cognitive abilities and
anticipation [24]. An inability to obtain anticipated gratifications or the frustration of
reward expectations are likely to evoke sustained stress reactions in reward-sensitive
neurons in the orbitofrontal cortex [24]. On the other hand, anticipation or achievement
of rewards may reduce the negative impact of rewards. Psychological self-regulation
reflects reward in emotions such as feelings of self-worth, belonging, and integration into
an interpersonal, if not spiritual, context [24]. This can provide effective relief for negative
feelings and stressful experiences.

Sociologically speaking, the reward is seen as a fundamental tenet of social exchange,
the tenet of reciprocity and fairness: the exchange process is socially organized, and society
contributes its rewards in return. It has been shown that sustained negative emotions can
result from a violation of reciprocity in social roles [62]. Money, esteem, and career oppor-
tunities are distributed as scarce resources as rewards via three transmitter systems [24].
Organizations use compensation among other policy levers to motivate employee attrac-
tion, performance, and retention. An incentive plan that is based on employee performance
is an organizational control method that motivates employees to perform in their spe-
cific roles by controlling their behaviors, outputs, or both [63]. Individual performance
is typically a key factor in PFP at private companies in competitive markets, particularly
as one moves from entry-level careers to higher levels [64–66]. PFP, regardless of the
risks and challenges in its design and execution, is crucial for organizational effectiveness,
according to current research [65]. Introducing PFP schemes that recognize overqualified
employees according to their added value rather than according to their job pay scale may
help them to feel less deprived and experience a more equitable level of compensation [27].
Therefore, overqualified employees can have their reward expectations fulfilled to a certain
extent, as their additional skills and competencies are compensated adequately. As a result,
the negative emotions and stressful experiences associated with the low-gain/high-cost
status associated with POQ will be lessened. In sum, we suggest that PFP may affect the
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relationship between POQ and emotional exhaustion, i.e., when PFP is high, the negative
relationship may be released.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). PFP moderates the relationship between POQ and emotional exhaustion, such
that the relationship is stronger when PFP is low rather than when it is high.

2.4. The Mediated-Moderation Model

So far, we have determined that POQ has a positive impact on emotional exhaustion
and that it is jointly influenced by levels of pay for performance. In our view, employee
creativity is harmed by emotional exhaustion, and we expand on this view.

We predict that the lack of creativity can be attributed to emotional exhaustion for
several reasons. As mentioned previously, emotional exhaustion is closely related to
traditional stress reactions identified in occupational stress research [51]. Researchers
have found a link between occupational stress and creativity. Literature discussing the
relationship between psychological, organizational, and educational stress and creativity
has drawn considerable attention [39]. Distraction arousal theory states that stress decreases
creativity [67]. It is common for individuals to allocate some of their mental resources to
stressors, with fewer resources remaining for other activities. As a consequence of reduced
cognitive resources, simple cognitive strategies may also be used, such as narrowing
attentional focus [68]. Common, less original ideas tend to be produced when cognitive
strategies are simple [69]. We conclude that emotional exhaustion decreases creativity by
depleting cognitive resources for creative thinking, leading to the use of simpler cognitive
strategies that are likely to undermine creative thinking.

Second, even though a review of the burnout literature indicates that there is no clear
link between emotional exhaustion and creativity, there is still much to be learned from
the serious potential effects of burnout. The majority of researchers agree that burnout
leads to a negative self-image [70], which undermines the three traditionally distinguished
dimensions of creativity: fluency, flexibility, and original thought. Research has also shown
that a high propensity to seek stimulation correlates positively with creativity [71]. When
the demand for stimulation is reduced, this manifests itself as a slowdown of reactivity
and blocks creativity in the early conceptualization stages. People who are burned out
exhibit low levels of stimulation-seeking activity, which translates into high reactivity.
There is a theoretical possibility that burnout can affect creativity in the intellectual and
axiological domains. Burnout is also associated with absenteeism, turnover, and low
morale. Self-reported measures of dysfunction, such as physical exhaustion, increased
alcohol consumption, or other factors may be connected to burnout [69]. Burnout was
described by Paine [72] as a pattern of personal distress that reduces mental capabilities and
decreases professional performance. It causes rigidity and stifles flexibility and innovative
thinking [73]. Storlie argued that burnout “is also resignation” [74]. Resignation suspends
creativity and impairs the ability to make positive changes [74]. Furthermore, research
that focuses on emotional exhaustion indicates that it can exacerbate and increase levels of
anxiety in challenging situations [75], as well as increase levels of neuroticism. A person
suffering from emotional exhaustion may also find it difficult to defend his or her point of
view against external pressures. It also reduces one’s ability to act.

Although some scholars have suggested that burnout is not a synonym for a lack of
creativity psychologically, hinting distinctly that the character of burnout is limited, the
connection of this syndrome with creativity in an occupational area is still suggested [76].
These results provide impressive empirical evidence for the importance of emotional
exhaustion in creative behavior since emotional exhaustion has emerged as a central
variable for understanding burnout [77–80]. Our hypothesis, therefore, was that emotional
exhaustion inhibits creativity.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Emotional exhaustion is negatively related to creativity.
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A performance-based pay policy alleviates some of the emotional exhaustion expe-
rienced by overqualified employees. A lack of creativity is a consequence of emotional
exhaustion that harms organizations. Our previous theorizing and our current reasoning
suggest that organizations can reduce the impacts of overqualified employees through
appropriate compensation policies. Overqualified employees may feel less emotionally
exhausted and regain creativity if PFP schemes recognize them for their added value rather
than their pay scale. In this regard, the following hypothesis was proposed:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). PFP moderates POQ’s indirect effect on creativity via emotional exhaustion,
such that this indirect effect is more significant when PFP is low rather than when it is high.

3. Method
3.1. Procedure and Sample

An employee survey of high-tech enterprises in China collected data for this study
from employees across 26 provinces. Our participants were recruited by questionnaire web-
sites, social media, and word of mouth. In the initial sample, there were 412 respondents.
We excluded 52 respondents whose attention tests failed or whose data were significantly
missing from our analyses (>12%), and this left a final sample of 359. The average age of
the participants was 31.35 years old (SD = 4.45), and they had an average of 6.07 years of
experience each (SD = 3.7). Of the 359 respondents, 192 (53.33%) were female. There were
23 who had a college degree or less (6.40%), 276 who had a bachelor’s degree (76.88%), and
60 respondents who had a master’s degree or higher (16.71%). The organizations where
the respondents worked were mainly in high-tech industries.

3.2. Measures

Initially, the questionnaire was created in English but was administered in Chinese.
Standard translation and back-to-back translation procedures were used to ensure measure-
ment equivalence between the Chinese and English versions of the surveys [81]. Unless
stated otherwise, each item was rated on a seven-point scale: one was “Strongly disagree”
and seven was “Strongly agree”. Table 1 shows all the constructs and items in this study.

(1) Perceived Overqualification

Using Maynard, Joseph, and Maynard’s nine-item Scale of Perceived Overqualification,
employees evaluated their perception of overqualification [82]. Items used for POQ were:
“My job requires less education than I have”, “The work experience that I have is not
necessary to be successful on this job”, “I have job skills that are not required for this job”,
“Someone with less education than myself could perform well on my job”, “My previous
training is not being fully utilized on this job”, “I have a lot of knowledge that I do not
need in order to do my job”, “My education level is above the education level required by
my job”, “ Someone with less work experience than myself could do my job just as well”,
and “I have more abilities than I need in order to do my job” (α = 0.94).

(2) Creativity

Creativity was measured using Madjar and Greenberg’s three-item scale for incremen-
tal creativity [83]. Items used for creativity were: “My project presents modification on
previously existing work processes to suit current needs”, “I am good at using previously
existing ideas or work in an appropriate new way”, and “I am very good at adapting
already existing ideas” (α = 0.86).

(3) Pay for Performance

We used a three-item scale developed by Deckop et al. [84] to measure employees’ PFP.
Items used for PFP were: “Increased productivity means higher pay for employees”, “My
individual performance actually has little impact on any incentive pay award” (reverse-
coded), and “My performance actually has little impact on my salary” (reverse-coded)
(α = 0.81).
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(4) Emotional Exhaustion

Watkins et al.’s three-item scale was used to measure emotional exhaustion [85]. These
items included “I feel emotionally drained from my work”; “I feel burned out from my
work”; and “I feel exhausted when I think about having to face another day on the job”
(1 = never to 7 = very often) (α = 0.89).

Table 1. Constructs and items.

Constructs Items Sources

POQ (Perceived
overqualification)

My job requires less education than I have.

[82]

The work experience that I have is not necessary to be
successful on this job.

I have job skills that are not required for this job.
Someone with less education than myself could perform

well on my job.
My previous training is not being fully utilized on this

job.
I have a lot of knowledge that I do not need in order to

do my job.
My education level is above the education level required

by my job.
Someone with less work experience than myself could

do my job just as well.
I have more abilities than I need in order to do my job.

Creativity

My project presents modification on previously existing
work processes to suit current needs.

[83]I am good at using previously existing ideas or work in
an appropriate new way.

I am very good at adapting already existing ideas.

PFP (Pay for
Performance)

Increased productivity means higher pay for employees.

[84]
My individual performance actually has little impact on

any incentive pay award.
My performance actually has little impact on my salary.

Emotional exhaustion

I feel emotionally drained from my work.

[85]I feel burned out from my work.
I feel exhausted when I think about having to face

another day on the job.

3.3. Control Variables

The control variables in our study were gender, age, education, and tenure, in line with
previous research [26]. The correlation between education and POQ has been shown in
previous research on power distance cultures [2]. As a result, we controlled for education in
all analyses, in addition to demographic variables. Control variables were coded as follows:
Gender: “0” = female, “1” = male; Marriage: “0” = unmarried, “1” = married; Education:
“0” = high school diploma or less, “1” = bachelor’s degree, “2” = postgraduate degree and
above. It is worth highlighting that, to rule out the concern of potential p-hacking and
increase the robustness of analyses, the data were reanalyzed without the control variables.
We found that the results remained unaffected.

3.4. Analyses Strategy

Two stages were used in this study: confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and structural
equation modeling [86]. In general, the model fit is evaluated with four indices: the χ2

statistics, comparative fit index [87], normed fit index [88], and root mean square error of
approximation [89].

Our team mean-centered both the independent variable (POQ) and the moderator
(PFP) before analyzing data to avoid the potential of multicollinearity [90]. To test Hy-
potheses 1, 2, and 3, we used hierarchical multiple regression analyses. For the assessment
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of conditional indirect effects, Edwards and Lambert [91] suggested adding bias-corrected
95% bootstrapped confidence intervals. Therefore, we used PROCESS, a conditional pro-
cess modeling program that uses ordinary least squares and logistic-based path analysis,
to test Hypothesis 4. PROCESS tests for both direct and indirect effects [92]. An estimated
conditional indirect effect was calculated using model 7 (using 5000 bootstrap samples).

4. Results
4.1. Common-Method Bias

To examine whether common-method bias was a concern, we controlled for the
effects of an unmeasured latent method factor [93]. In this method, items are allowed
to load on their theoretical constructs as well as onto a latent common-method variance
factor [94]. When examining the item loadings with and without the common latent factor,
none changed more than 0.15, which also suggests that common-method variance did not
meaningfully affect our results [88,90].

4.2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Before testing our hypotheses, we investigated the convergent and discriminant
validity of our focal constructs. We conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses
(CFAs) [86]. To test discriminant validity, CFA results in Table 2 showed that the four-factor
measurement model (i.e., POQ, emotional exhaustion, PFP, and creativity) yielded a better
model fit than the other alternative models, with χ2 =196.07, df = 71, NFI = 0.89, CFI = 0.93,
and RMSEA = 0.07 (see Table 2) [95]. Thus, our study showed good distinctiveness of the
four key variables. The discriminant validity of the model was confirmed.

Table 2. Results of the confirmatory factor analysis.

Model X2 df X2/df NFI CFI RMSEA ∆χ2 ∆df

Four-factor model 196.07 71 2.76 0.89 0.93 0.07
Three-factor model 1 457.49 74 6.18 0.74 0.77 0.12 261.41 3
Three-factor model 2 729.29 74 9.86 0.59 0.61 0.16 533.22 3
Three-factor model 3 379.66 74 5.13 0.79 0.82 0.11 183.59 3

Two-factor model 644.43 76 8.48 0.64 0.66 0.14 448.36 5
One-factor model 942.07 77 12.24 0.47 0.49 0.17 745.99 6

One-factor model: POQ, emotional exhaustion, PFP, and creativity were combined into one factor. Two-factor
model: creativity and PFP were combined into one factor; emotional exhaustion and POQ were combined into
another. Three-factor model 1: POQ and emotional exhaustion were combined into one factor. Three-factor model
2: PFP and emotional exhaustion were combined into one factor. Three-factor model 3: PFP and creativity were
combined into one factor.

Fornell and Larcker criterion results in Table 3 were used to evaluate the convergent
validity of the measurements used in this study [96]. The average variance extracted
(AVE), a measure of the variance captured by each construct [96], for satisfaction with
POQ, creativity, PFP, and emotional exhaustion was 0.52, 0.68, 0.59, and 0.66, respectively,
equal to or larger than the recommended cut-off value of 0.5 to establish convergent
validity [96]. Composite construct reliabilities (CRs) were adequate, ranging from 0.85 to
0.87 [96]. Taken together, these results suggest that the four focal constructs in our study
had good convergent validity. Overall, the four focal constructs in our study achieved both
convergent and discriminant validity.

Table 3. Reliability and validity of scales.

Variable Cronbach’s α CR AVE

POQ 0.94 0.84 0.52
Creativity 0.86 0.87 0.68

PFP 0.81 0.81 0.59
Emotional exhaustion 0.89 0.85 0.66

Note: CR = composite reliability, AVE = average variance extracted.
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4.3. Descriptive Statistics

We present the means, standard deviations, and correlation of all variables in Table 4.

Table 4. Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations among study variables.

M SD 1 2 3 4

1. POQ 3.59 1.02 1
2. PFP 5.16 1.16 −0.16 ** 1
3. Emotional
Exhaustion 2.77 1.27 0.39 ** −0.22 ** 1

4. Creativity 5.50 0.87 −0.15 ** 0.13 * −0.32 ** 1
N = 359. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.

4.4. Hypothesis Testing

By individually entering the control variables and POQ in a hierarchical regression
analysis, we tested Hypothesis 1 by considering emotional exhaustion as the dependent
variable. As indicated in Model 2 of Table 5, POQ is positively associated with emotional
exhaustion (β = 0.34, p < 0.01). Hypothesis 1 is therefore supported.

Table 5. Results of hierarchical regression analysis.

Emotional Exhaustion Creativity

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8

Controlled variable
Age −0.05 −0.03 −0.03 −0.04 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.04

Tenure −0.04 −0.05 −0.05 −0.05 0.03 0.04 0.02 0.02
Gender −0.11 * −0.09 −0.12 −0.11 * 0.08 0.07 0.05 0.05

Marriage −0.18 ** −0.16 ** −0.15 ** −0.14 ** 0.15 * 0.14 * 0.1 0.1
Education 0.08 0.03 0.05 0.03 0.01 0.03 0.03 0.03

Independent variable
POQ 0.34 *** 0.31 *** 0.32 *** −0.11 * −0.03

Mediator
Emotional exhaustion −0.26 *** −0.25 ***

Moderator
PFP −0.16 ** −0.15 **

Interaction
POQ×PFP −0.1 *

F 5.31 *** 12.94 *** 12.89 *** 11.91 *** 3.21 ** 3.44 ** 6.95 *** 5.98 ***
∆F 5.31 *** 47.59 *** 10.52 *** 4.19 * 3.21 ** 4.45 * 24.61 *** 20.1 ***
R2 0.07 0.18 0.21 0.21 0.04 0.06 0.11 0.11

∆R2 0.07 0.11 0.02 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.06 0.05

N = 359. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

With respect to Hypothesis 2, we predicted that the positive relationship between
POQ and emotional exhaustion would be weaker when employees’ PFP was high rather
than lower. Results of hierarchical regression analysis reported in Table 5 indicate that
the interaction term of POQ and PFP on emotional exhaustion was significant (β = −0.1,
p < 0.05, Model 4). To better present the nature of the moderating effect, we plotted the
interaction effect following the procedure outlined by Aiken and West [90] to operationalize
high and low values of PFP using M ± 1 SD conditioning value. In support of our
prediction, Figure 1 reveals that the slope of the positive relationship between POQ and
emotional exhaustion was weaker for employees high in PFP (simple slope = 0.27, t = 3.35,
p < 0.01), whereas the slope was stronger for employees low in PFP (simple slope = 0.51,
t = 6.23, p < 0.01). As a result, Hypothesis 2 was confirmed.
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Figure 1. Moderating effect of PFP on the relationship between POQ and emotional exhaustion.

As for Hypothesis 3, we predicted that emotional exhaustion is negatively related to
creativity. The result indicates that emotional exhaustion significantly influences creativity
(β = 0.26, p < 0.01, Model 7). This supports Hypothesis 3.

Hypothesis 4 predicted that PFP moderates POQ’s indirect effect on creativity via
emotional exhaustion, such that this indirect effect is more significant when PFP is low
rather than when it is high. Bootstrapping procedures were used to interrogate Hy-
pothesis 4 and the moderated mediation model [91]. Table 6 reports the results of the
conditional indirect effects at different values of pay for performance. It reveals that, at
high levels of PFP, the indirect effect of POQ on creativity through emotional exhaus-
tion was −0.16 and the 95 percent bias-corrected confidence interval did not contain
zero (95% CI = [−0.12, −0.02]); at low levels of PFP, the indirect effect was −0.13 and the
95 percent bias-corrected confidence interval did not contain zero (95% CI = [−0.2, −0.07]).
Furthermore, Table 6 also indicates that the difference in PFP in the conditional indirect
effects of POQ on creativity through emotional exhaustion is significant (estimate = 0.07,
SE = 0.03, 95% CI = [0.01, 0.14]). Concretely, the effect of POQ on creativity through emo-
tional exhaustion is weaker when PFP is high rather than low. Hypothesis 4 is supported
by these results.

Table 6. Conditional indirect effects of POQ on creativity through emotional exhaustion at levels of
PFP = M + 1 SD.

Values of PFP Conditional Indirect Effect SE
95%CL

Lower Upper

Low PFP −0.13 0.03 −0.2 −0.07
High PFP −0.06 0.03 −0.12 −0.02

Differences 0.07 0.03 0.01 0.14
Note. Results are based on 5000 bootstrap samples.

5. Discussion

An analysis of a sample of employees in Chinese high-tech firms explored the mech-
anisms of influence between POQ and creativity. Our study was based both on the ERI
theory and on the moderating role of PFP, an organizational policy. We concluded from
cross-sectional data that POQ significantly reduces emotional exhaustion, which in turn
decreases creativity. A further benefit of PFP is its capacity to attenuate the positive effect
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of POQ on emotional exhaustion, presumably through mediating its indirect impact on
creativity through emotional exhaustion.

5.1. Theoretical Implications

In several ways, this study contributes to theory. To begin with, we studied creative
talent from the standpoint of the ERI theory, a different approach from the mainstream view
of previous research. Although current research focuses on exploring the positive outcomes
of POQ, some researchers have called for more attention to be paid to the significant issue
of POQ and creativity. Studies on this issue have generally shown a positive tendency, but
empirical evidence has been scant. The study fills a gap to a certain degree by providing new
evidence and possibilities regarding the impact of POQ on creativity, not only responding
to demands for more research but also providing new possibilities for further study of
this association.

Additionally, we utilized the ERI theory to include a new mechanism relating POQ
to creativity by examining the mediating effect of emotional exhaustion. In accordance
with ERI theory, we hypothesized that POQ, as a high-cost/low-gain condition in the
employment relationship, causes employee emotional exhaustion, thereby damaging their
creativity. By doing so, we advanced our understanding of the causal process linking POQ
with creativity and provided a framework for understanding the relationship between
POQ and employee exhaustion and creativity. Moreover, this study contributes to results in
research related to the ERI theory. According to our research, employees do not only regard
their abilities, time, and effort as inputs to a job but also consider that their qualifications,
including education, skills, and experience, are a contribution to their employer. As a
result, they should receive a reasonable return. Findings based on our research reveal that
occupational stress occurs when individuals feel overqualified, which may further lead to
higher levels of emotional exhaustion and a lack of creative thinking.

Thirdly, we presented a boundary condition at which the negative effects of POQ
could be exacerbated or attenuated by identifying PFP as a contextual moderator of critical
work. According to our findings, high levels of PFP can contribute to the emotional
exhaustion linked to POQ. Our study of the moderating role of PFP provides a new and
crucial boundary condition within which POQ can be detrimental to employees’ emotions
and performance [97].

5.2. Managerial Implications

There are important implications for managers in our findings. A clear and effective
compensation system can reduce the negative impact of the economic downturn caused by
the impact of the epidemic on many employees by reducing the perception of overqual-
ification. In designing a compensation system that is closely aligned with performance,
employers can effectively reduce employees’ stress and negative emotions caused by this
ERI. Additionally, to help employees maximize their creative performance, managers need
to remove stressors that are likely to cause burnout in the workplace. It is also relevant that
the selection process with which recruitment managers choose applicants should be closely
scrutinized and should be designed to select the best candidates rather than overqualified
applicants. A detailed job description should be provided by HR during the recruitment
process so that applicants can gain a clear understanding of the requirements of the role.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research Directions

We had limitations in our study, as in most research. First, the main limitation of
this study was the fact that it was cross-sectional. There are two major problems with
this sort of study. First, the use of the job incumbent as the only source of data leaves
many alternative explanations for observed correlations other than that the intended
traits are related. Despite the fact that we performed the single-factor test that showed
common-method bias was not a serious problem in this study, the results could have
been affected by common-method bias [93] since the key variables were all collected
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at the same time and were self-reported. The second problem was that cross-sectional
designs do not allow for confident causal conclusions. Caution is recommended in reaching
conclusions concerning the causal relationships between the variables, as the current study
did not capture causality variation [98]. Even the use of structural equation modeling
cannot overcome the severe limitations of having all data collected concurrently. There
are too many alternative explanations; for instance, the hypothesized link between POQ
and creativity could be reasonably assumed to be the other way round: someone who is
creative may also have higher work expectations and could be more vulnerable to POQ.
As a result, we encourage researchers to use alternatives to self-reporting; specifically,
constructs related to supervisor-reporting performance (i.e., creativity) are encouraged.
In addition, a longitudinal design could be considered as an alternative to overcome this
limitation in future research. Although, based on solid theoretical derivation, we proposed
that it should be POQ that affects creativity, the reversed model is also an interesting and
promising research direction for future studies.

Secondly, respondents were from a collectivist cultural setting as they were from
China. The Chinese labor market has been in transition from being centrally planned to-
ward being fully market-driven [99]. How individuals seek employment and how organi-
zations manage their human resources in China are thus likely to bear more similarities
with other market economies, such as the United States [100]. Given the export-oriented
growth model in China and the significant mismatch between the education system and
the needs of the labor market, underemployment is widespread in other than low-paying
manufacturing and manual labor types of jobs [101]. As suggested in some estimates, 84%
of Chinese employees currently feel overqualified for their jobs [102]. As such, under-
employment is likely to be as prevalent in China as in Western countries. Moreover, as
power distance is emphasized and harmonious interpersonal relationships are valued [95]
in the Chinese context, POQ may not be accepted as widely in China as it is in other
countries. Employees with collectivist attitudes are less likely to perceive themselves as
overqualified; they are also more tolerant of POQ, according to Hu et al. [12]. Thus, we
could have underestimated the effects of overqualification on creativity as the prevalence
of overqualification among Chinese employees. We urge researchers to conduct more
research in diverse cultural contexts.
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76. Noworol, C.; Žarczyński, Z.; Fafrowicz, M.; Marek, T. Impact of professional burnout on creativity and innovation. In Professional

Burnout; Routledge: London, UK, 2017; pp. 163–175. ISBN 1315227975.
77. Baba, V.V.; Jamal, M.; Tourigny, L. Work and Mental Health: A Decade in Canadian Research. Can. Psychol. Can. 1998, 39, 94.

[CrossRef]
78. Cordes, C.L.; Dougherty, T.W. A Review and an Integration of Research on Job Burnout. Acad. Manag. Rev. 1993, 18, 621–656.

[CrossRef]
79. Gaines, J.; Jermier, J.M. Emotional Exhaustion in a High Stress Organization. Acad. Manag. J. 1983, 26, 567–586.
80. Zohar, D. Predicting Burnout with a Hassle-based Measure of Role Demands. J. Organ. Behav. Int. J. Ind. Occup. Organ. Psychol.

Behav. 1997, 18, 101–115. [CrossRef]
81. Brislin, R.W. Translation and Content Analysis of Oral and Written Materials. In Handbook of Cross-Cultural Psychology: Vol. 2.

Methodology; Triandis, H.C., Berry, J.W., Eds.; Allyn & Bacon: Boston, MA, USA, 1980; pp. 389–444.
82. Martinez, P.G.; Lengnick-Hall, M.L.; Kulkarni, M. Overqualified? A Conceptual Model of Managers’ Perceptions of Overqualifi-

cation in Selection Decisions. Pers. Rev. 2014, 43, 957–974. [CrossRef]
83. Madjar, N.; Greenberg, E.; Chen, Z. Factors for Radical Creativity, Incremental Creativity, and Routine, Noncreative Performance.

J. Appl. Psychol. 2011, 96, 730–743. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
84. Deckop, J.R.; Mangel, R.; Cirka, C.C. Research Notes. Getting More Than You Pay For: Organizational Citizenship Behavior and

Pay-For-Performance Plans. Acad. Manag. J. 1999, 42, 420–428. [CrossRef]
85. Watkins, M.B.; Ren, R.; Umphress, E.E.; Boswell, W.R.; del Carmen, M.; Zardkoohi, A. Compassion Organizing: Employees’

Satisfaction with Corporate Philanthropic Disaster Response and Reduced Job Strain. J. Occup. Organ. Psychol. 2015, 88, 436–458.
[CrossRef]

86. Anderson, J.C.; Gerbing, D.W. Structural Equation Modeling in Practice: A Review and Recommended Two-Step Approach.
Psychol. Bull. 1988, 103, 411. [CrossRef]

87. Bentler, P.M. Comparative Fit Indexes in Structural Models. Psychol. Bull. 1990, 107, 238. [CrossRef]
88. Bentler, P.M.; Bonett, D.G. Significance Tests and Goodness of Fit in the Analysis of Covariance Structures. Psychol. Bull. 1980, 88,

588. [CrossRef]
89. Browne, M.W.; Cudeck, R. Alternative Ways of Assessing Model Fit. In Testing Structural Equation Models; Bollen, K.A.,

Long, J.S., Eds.; Sage Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 1993; pp. 136–162.
90. Aiken, L.S.; West, S.G.; Reno, R.R. Multiple Regression: Testing and Interpreting Interactions; Sage: Newbury Park, CA, USA, 1991.
91. Edwards, J.R.; Lambert, L.S. Methods for Integrating Moderation and Mediation: A General Analytical Framework Using

Moderated Path Analysis. Psychol. Methods 2007, 12, 1–22. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
92. Hayes, A.F. Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach; Guilford Publica-

tions: New York, NY, USA, 2017; ISBN 1462534651.
93. Podsakoff, P.M.; MacKenzie, S.B.; Lee, J.Y.; Podsakoff, N.P. Common Method Biases in Behavioral Research: A Critical Review of

the Literature and Recommended Remedies. J. Appl. Psychol. 2003, 88, 879–903. [CrossRef]
94. MacKenzie, S.B.; Podsakoff, P.M.; Paine, J.B. Do Citizenship Behaviors Matter More for Managers than for Salespeople? J. Acad.

Mark. Sci. 1999, 27, 396–410. [CrossRef]
95. Cheung, G.W.; Rensvold, R.B. Evaluating Goodness-of-Fit Indexes for Testing Measurement Invariance. Struct. Equ. Model. 2002,

9, 233–255. [CrossRef]
96. Fornell, C.; Larcker, D.F. Evaluating Structural Equation Models with Unobservable Variables and Measurement Error. J. Mark.

Res. 1981, 18, 39–50. [CrossRef]
97. Smith, P.; Frank, J. When Aspirations and Achievements Don’t Meet. A Longitudinal Examination of the Differential Effect of

Education and Occupational Attainment on Declines in Self-Rated Health among Canadian Labour Force Participants. Int. J.
Epidemiol. 2005, 34, 827–834. [CrossRef]

98. Spector, P.E. Using Self-report Questionnaires in OB Research: A Comment on the Use of a Controversial Method. J. Organ. Behav.
1994, 15, 385–392. [CrossRef]

99. Liu, X.; Wray, L.R. Lessons for China from the Crisis in Euroland. Chin. Econ. 2012, 45, 6–25. [CrossRef]
100. Wei, S.-J. Financial Systems and Economic Outcomes: A Comparative Perspective; Taylor & Francis: London, UK, 2014.
101. Carpenter, J.N.; Lu, F.; Whitelaw, R.F. The Real Value of China’s Stock Market; National Bureau of Economic Research: Cambridge,

MA, USA, 2015.

http://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60211-7
http://doi.org/10.1037/h0086798
http://doi.org/10.2307/258593
http://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-1379(199703)18:2&lt;101::AID-JOB788&gt;3.0.CO;2-Y
http://doi.org/10.1108/PR-06-2013-0104
http://doi.org/10.1037/a0022416
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21319879
http://doi.org/10.5465/257012
http://doi.org/10.1111/joop.12088
http://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.103.3.411
http://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.107.2.238
http://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.88.3.588
http://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.12.1.1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17402809
http://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.5.879
http://doi.org/10.1177/0092070399274001
http://doi.org/10.1207/S15328007SEM0902_5
http://doi.org/10.1177/002224378101800104
http://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyi047
http://doi.org/10.1002/job.4030150503
http://doi.org/10.2753/CES1097-1475450601


Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 11367 17 of 17

102. Workmonitor, R. Skills Mismatches and Finding the Right Talent; Global Report; Randstad NV: Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 2012.


	Introduction 
	Theoretical Background and Hypothesis Development 
	Perceived Overqualification and Employee Creativity 
	Perceived Overqualification and Emotional Exhaustion 
	PFP as a Moderator 
	The Mediated-Moderation Model 

	Method 
	Procedure and Sample 
	Measures 
	Control Variables 
	Analyses Strategy 

	Results 
	Common-Method Bias 
	Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
	Descriptive Statistics 
	Hypothesis Testing 

	Discussion 
	Theoretical Implications 
	Managerial Implications 
	Limitations and Future Research Directions 

	References

