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As one of the leading work-related health problems arising from increasingly fierce 
competition, work-related stress has become a significant predictor of the reduced 
wellbeing of university faculty members, especially for non-tenured junior faculty 
members. In light of this and based on a survey, this research seeks to examine 
how and why work-related stress impacts the life satisfaction level of university 
junior faculty members. The results indicate that the three subdivisions of university 
faculty members’ work-related stress, namely, research stress, teaching stress, 
and administrative stress, are all negatively related to their life satisfaction level. In 
addition, emotional burnout has been confirmed to function as the psychological 
mechanism for the aforementioned main effects. The research contributes to the 
literature mainly by offering a new insight in which the three subdivisions of work-
related stress are regarded as independent variables affecting the life satisfaction 
level of university junior faculty members.
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Introduction

To obtain the benefits of both profitability and sustainability in today’s modern and intensely 
competitive world, organizations tend to push their employees to the limit (Rana and Soodan, 2019), 
and academia is no exception (Gentry and Stokes, 2015). Thanks to the prevalence of aggressive 
pursuit of higher productivity, many universities and academic institutions are blamed for exposing 
their faculty members to great work-related stress through the Publish or Perish policy (Miller et al., 
2011; Carvalho and Diogo, 2018), under which university faculty members, especially nontenured 
junior faculty members, have to function as paper machines to cope with ever-expanding workloads, 
including publications, patents, research projects, visibility, and teaching (Rana and Soodan, 2019; 
Griffith and Sovero, 2021). The immoderate work-related stress proves to be the spoiler of university 
faculty members’ wellbeing, leading to resignations and dismission. According to Inside Higher Ed’s 
2022 Survey of College and University Chief Academic Officers, 79% of provosts have confirmed a 
greater-than-usual faculty turnover rate (Flaherty, 2022). Fidelity Investments and The Chronicle of 
Higher Education also conducted a survey to find that 69% of university faculty members have 
shown symptoms of stress and that 55% of faculty members at higher education institutions have 
seriously considered either changing careers or retiring at an early age (Fidelity Investment and The 
Chronicle of Higher Education Study, 2021). Moreover, work-related stress is usually associated with 
increased risks of health problems such as cardiovascular disease (CVD) and affective disorders, 
making it necessary and urgent to help university faculty members out of work-related stress 
suffering (Bonde et al., 2009; Nieuwenhuijsen et al., 2010; Steptoe and Kivimäki, 2013). However, 
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worldwide (especially in developing countries), there is no evidence 
showing any obvious remission of such a prevalent work-related stress 
attack (Hassard et al., 2018).

Extant literature on work-related stress tends to address topics such 
as various costs brought by work-related stress [including associated 
human and organizational costs (e.g., Hassard et al., 2014, 2018), social 
costs (e.g., Juel et al., 2006; Trontin et al., 2010), substantial economic 
burdens (e.g., Hoel et al., 2001), causes (e.g., Michie, 2002; Shernoff 
et al., 2011; Florea and Florea, 2016), effects and impacts (e.g., Elçi et al., 
2012; Hung et al., 2012; Sun and Critchfield, 2020), potential solutions 
(e.g., Dewe and Cooper, 2007; Wickramasinghe, 2010), related policies 
(e.g., Cousins et al., 2004; Mackay et al., 2004), and management (e.g., 
Rees, 1995; van der Klink et al., 2001; Arthur, 2004)]. In addition, some 
researchers tend to discuss work-related stress in terms of a specific 
occupation. For example, Moustaka and Constantinidis (2010) 
examined the sources and consequences of work-related stress on the 
adequacy, productivity, and efficiency of nursing.

However, only a limited number of publications attach importance 
to how and why work-related stress affects the wellbeing of university 
junior faculty members. Additionally, the majority of the literature is 
inclined to treat work-related stress as a general factor while ignoring its 
specific, concrete subdivisions. Therefore, this research is designed to fill 
these gaps by determining the exact mechanism through which work-
related stress manages to intervene in the wellbeing of university junior 
faculty members. It is also expected to be among the foregoers to explore 
the relationship between life satisfaction and three subdivisions of stress 
(i.e., research stress, teaching stress, and administrative stress).

Literature review and hypothesis 
development

Work-related stress and life satisfaction

Work-related stress is broadly known as a major occupational risk 
factor attracting much research attention in the field of occupational health 
psychology (OHP; Kortum et al., 2010; Hassard et al., 2018). Universally 
defined as a combination of cognitive, subjective, behavioral, and 
physiological changes resulting from daily occupational affairs, work-
related stress constitutes a significant subdivision of the general stress that 
threatens the wellbeing of most working-class people by exceeding their 
discretionary resources (Moustaka and Constantinidis, 2010; 
Wickramasinghe, 2010; Florea and Florea, 2016; Sun and Critchfield, 
2020). The literature contributes greatly to research on the causes of work-
related stress. According to Dua (1994), work-related stress arises from an 
individual’s cognitive interpretation of work-related variables (i.e., also 
known as job stressors), including but not limited to role-related factors 
such as negligible power, narrow decision latitude, role ambiguity, and role 
conflict (e.g., Burke, 1988; Nelson and Burke, 2000); bottleneck-related 
factors such as redundancy threats, undervaluation, and unclear promotion 
prospects (e.g., Sparks and Cooper, 1999; Yang et al., 2008; Wickramasinghe, 
2010); working-environment-related factors such as poor physical working 
conditions, intense office relationships, and depressive organizational 
culture (Noblet and Rodwell, 2008); and job-design-related factors such as 
work overloads, improper working hours, lack of breaks, tough task 
contents, and task uncertainty (e.g., Michie, 2002; Gold et al., 2006; Florea 
and Florea, 2016). Moreover, the work-related variables also vary across 
different occupations, making it necessary to discuss work-related stress in 
terms of occupation-specific subdivisions. Specifically, the work-related 

stress of university junior faculty members could be fairly interpreted into 
research stress, teaching stress, and administrative stress.

Life satisfaction, based on temporarily accessible information that 
lacks reliability and validity (Schwarz and Strack, 1999), is usually 
defined as the subjective cognitive evaluation of the quality of someone’s 
life as a whole (Diener, 1984; Pavot and Diener, 1993; Pavot and Diener, 
2008). As an independent and substantial constituent component of 
subjective well-being (SWB; Diener et al., 1999; Diener and Seligman, 
2004; Arthaud-Day et al., 2005), life satisfaction is becoming the new 
focus of positive psychology research that mainly cares about “the 
positive end of emotional spectrum” (Pavot and Diener, 2008, p. 137). 
According to Diener et al. (1985), people’s sense of satisfaction with their 
life can be assessed by the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS), which has 
long been the favorite for hundreds of studies to assess life satisfaction 
as an indispensable component of SWB. In addition, the literature tends 
to pay special attention to factors modifying the level of life satisfaction, 
including top-down factors (i.e., personality factors) and bottom-up 
factors (i.e., situational factors; Heller et al., 2004; Stubbe et al., 2005). It 
is also noteworthy that work-related stress proves to be a typical example 
of situational factors (Pavot and Diener, 2008).

Research stress and life satisfaction

As an academia-specific type of stress that tops the list of university 
junior faculty members’ work-related stress subdivisions, research stress, 
also known as research burnout, usually refers to a feeling of mental 
tension or emotional exhaustion arising from the pressure to accomplish 
a pile of research tasks in a limited period of time (Singh et al., 2004; 
Walden and Bryan, 2010; Miller et al., 2011).

Research stress is posited to negatively affect university junior faculty 
members’ level of life satisfaction. Specifically, the majority of university 
junior faculty members are not qualified enough to possess a tenure for 
fair job stability and high academic status. Therefore, the inevitable way 
for them to acquire professional recognition is to accomplish a series of 
high-quality research tasks (e.g., publication tasks and grant-seeking 
tasks) and thus to meet the universities’ performance evaluation criteria 
(Bird, 2006; Glick et al., 2007). Moreover, the universities’ performance 
evaluation criteria for junior faculty members are usually demanding in 
terms of aggressive demands for quantity and quality of publications, 
scant time allowance, and volatile evaluation standards (i.e., the Publish 
or Perish policy), making research stress prevalent among university 
junior faculty members (Miller et  al., 2011; Johann, 2022). In other 
words, university junior faculty members are obliged to take on research 
stress to obtain a higher academic status and professional recognition. 
However, the research stress imposed on them turns out to be an obvious 
source of decreased productivity (Eagan and Garvey, 2015; Berebitsky 
and Ellis, 2018), which becomes another obstacle preventing the smooth 
completion of obligatory research tasks. As junior faculty members 
become trapped in a vicious spiral of “research stress-low productivity-
more research stress,” it is even harder for them to improve their 
academic status, leading to a lower level of life satisfaction (Leung et al., 
2000; Beliaeva et al., 2001; Herranz-Bellido et al., 2007).

Teaching stress and life satisfaction

Teaching stress is also regarded as the main spoiler for the life 
satisfaction level of university junior faculty members. According to Blix 
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et al. (1994), teaching stress comes from the scarcity of time resources. 
Specifically, teaching tasks, similar to research tasks, are also compulsory 
for university junior faculty members who are excluded from the tenure 
track (Miller et al., 2011; Reevy and Deason, 2014). However, teaching 
can be incredibly time-consuming, for it not only means giving lectures 
to students but usually means hours of preparation work as well as a series 
of evaluative stuff (Sabagh and Saroyan, 2014). In light of this, nontenured 
junior faculty members have to derive a great part of their time from the 
precious time allowance intended for research tasks to complete teaching 
tasks, causing great psychological frustration for failing to make the most 
of their time (Sirum et al., 2009; Brownell and Tanner, 2012). Additionally, 
thanks to a lack of teaching experience, junior faculty members tend to 
be strangers to professional teaching activities that call for ever-innovative 
teaching strategies, patient guidance, and appropriate interactions with 
students (Guskey, 2000; Padilla-González and Galaz-Fontes, 2015). As 
novice teachers, junior faculty members have to waste a large amount of 
time dealing with teacher-student relationships, the failure of which 
would make a dent in the level of self-efficacy, thus leading to a decreased 
level of life satisfaction (Lee et al., 2016).

Administrative stress and life satisfaction

Administrative stress is believed to be another predictor for the 
decreased level of junior faculty members’ life satisfaction. According to 
Soares et al. (2020), administrative tasks refer to a series of activities 
imposed on university faculty members to improve the visibility of their 
departments, including but not limited to reach-out meetings, reports 
writing, and other social activities that have nothing to do with research 
and teaching (Mancebo, 2007). The reason why such administrative stuff 
becomes compulsory tasks of university junior faculty members lies in 
the fact that higher education institutions tend to adopt the Anglo-
Saxon model in which universities are seen as business-minded social 
organizations asking for a dramatic change in the role of university 
faculty members (Resende, 2005; Mancebo et al., 2006). In light of this, 
university faculty members, especially nontenured junior faculty 
members, have to dedicate another part of precious time and effort to 
dealing with complicated administrative stuff, which impairs their job 
autonomy and freedom by bringing about a strong sense of being 
controlled (Leite, 2011). The loss of job autonomy thus leads to a drop 
in the level of life satisfaction (Schienman, 2002; Nguyen et al., 2003).

H1: Research stress negatively affects university junior faculty 
members’ level of life satisfaction.

H2: Teaching stress negatively affects university junior faculty 
members’ level of life satisfaction.

H3: Administrative stress negatively affects university junior faculty 
members’ level of life satisfaction.

Work-related stress and emotional burnout

Emotional burnout is defined as a state of psychological depletion 
caused by prolonged exposure to stressful working environments 
(Khamisa et al., 2015). As a prevalent multidimensional psychological 
syndrome (Li et al., 2019), emotional burnout usually consists of three 
fundamental components, namely, emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment (Ofei-Dodoo 
et al., 2019). According to the literature, one of the instruments that is 
universally applied in the measurement of emotional burnout is the 
Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI), which stands out as a series of its 
homogeneities because of its simplicity and robustness (Maslach and 
Jackson, 1981). Specifically, the MBI assesses emotional exhaustion, 
depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment of people in 
occupational environments by creating a self-report questionnaire with 
informative psychometric properties (Maslach et al., 2001). In addition, 
the antecedents of emotional burnout have long been the focus of many 
researchers. Specifically, factors such as mental overload (Alaimo et al., 
2020), high psychological demands (Aguilar et  al., 2015), and 
preventative psychological ownership (Adil and Kamal, 2018) all prove 
to be  significant positive predictors of emotional burnout. It is also 
noteworthy that incidental factors such as the COVID-19 virus are 
burnout triggers in all professions, including people-oriented professions 
(e.g., healthcare, education, and social work) and less people-oriented 
professions (e.g., athletes; Lin and Huang, 2014). However, university 
faculty members seem to remain the worst victims of emotional 
burnout, triggered either by incidental factors or by regular factors 
(Acosta-Fernández et al., 2019).

Research stress and emotional burnout

Research stress proves to be  a positive predictor of emotional 
burnout. For one thing, research stress is alternatively known as research 
burnout, a subdivision of emotional burnout that refers to a negative 
psychological response toward excessive research workloads imposed 
on university junior faculty members (Miller et al., 2011). In addition, 
thanks to their adaptation toward the aggressive evaluation standards 
imposed on the research performance of university junior faculty 
members (Bird, 2006), the threshold for self-efficacy has improved to an 
incredibly high level of psychological demand, thus boosting the level 
of emotional burnout (León-Rubio et al., 2011; Aguilar et al., 2015).

Teaching stress and emotional burnout

Teaching stress can also become an important source of university 
faculty members’ emotional burnout. According to Ofei-Dodoo et al. 
(2019), teaching tasks not only take up a great part of university junior 
faculty members’ research time allowance but also derive a certain 
amount of effort from them to deal with interaction-based activities that 
are entirely different from analysis-based research activities (David and 
Quintao, 2012). In other words, junior university faculty have to take on 
the interference brought by the frequent mixture of interaction-based 
teaching modes and analysis-based research modes, easily leading to 
mental overload and thus emotional burnout (Alaimo et al., 2020).

Administrative stress and emotional burnout

Administrative stress also positively affects the level of emotional 
burnout. Different from teaching and research tasks, administrative 
tasks are by nature the byproduct of bureaucracy that has little to do 
with the practical improvement of university junior faculty members’ 
academic status or professional recognition (Torelli and Gmelch, 1992; 
Soares et al., 2020). In light of this, nontenured junior faculty members 
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who have long been exposed to intense competition and the aggressive 
“publish or perish” policy tend to reckon administrative tasks as 
redundant and a waste of time, causing a strong sense of low reward and 
thus expanding emotional burnout (Adil and Kamal, 2018).

H4: Research stress increases the level of emotional burnout.

H5: Teaching stress increases the level of emotional burnout.

H6: Administrative stress increases the level of emotional burnout.

Emotional burnout and life satisfaction

There is a warranted negative relationship between university junior 
faculty members’ emotional burnout and level of life satisfaction because 
of the health problems brought by it (Khamisa et al., 2015). Every time 
university faculty members suffer from emotional burnout, it depletes 
every drop of energy out of their body and thus despoiling the chances 
of coping with it smoothly (Hobfoll, 1998). In light of this, their body is 
caught in a combined mess of negative syndromes such as exhaustion, 
fatigue, somatization and social withdrawal (Gorgievski and Hobfoll, 
2008). Moreover, as the physical breakdown brought by long exposure 
to stressors exhausts the compensatory energy allocated to cope with 
outside threats, a series of health problems, such as headaches, insomnia, 
and depression, come to invade the immunity of faculty members’ 
bodies (Piko, 2006). Therefore, university faculty members’ satisfaction 
level with life decreases with the deteriorated health state aroused by 
increased emotional burnout levels (Hobfoll, 2001; Figure 1).

H7: Emotional burnout mediates the relationship between research 
stress and life satisfaction. Specifically, research stress increases the 
level of emotional burnout, thus decreasing the level of life satisfaction.

H8: Emotional burnout mediates the relationship between teaching 
stress and life satisfaction. Specifically, teaching stress increases the 
level of emotional burnout, thus decreasing the level of life satisfaction.

H9: Emotional burnout mediates the relationship between 
administrative stress and life satisfaction. Specifically, administrative 
stress increases the level of emotional burnout, thus decreasing the 
level of life satisfaction.

Method

Sample and procedures

Data were collected using a questionnaire survey. We adopted the 
snowball sampling method to distribute the questionnaires to university 
junior faculty members in East China. We invited several junior faculty 
members to participate in our surveys and asked them to distribute our 
questionnaires to their colleagues. All participants received a monetary 
reward after completing the questionnaire. Before sending the 
questionnaire, we  ensured that all the responses would remain 
anonymous and that the data would only be used for research purposes. 
This sampling strategy has proven to be a reliable way to collect data (Li 
et  al., 2018). Finally, 202 valid questionnaires were returned, which 
meets the requirements of our research.

Of this sample, 78 (38.6%) of the respondents were male, and 124 
(61.4%) were female. Most of the respondents’ ages were higher than 
30 years old (183, 90.6%). With regard to educational level, 138 (68.3%) 
held a PhD degree. Most (159, 78.7%) of their monthly income was 
lower than RMB15000.

Measurements

In this study, all scales were initially studied using English. 
According to the procedure of Brislin (1970), we translated all the items 
into Chinese. Certain wordings were adjusted to ensure accuracy and 
clarity in our research context. All the scales are derived from prior 
research and have been validated in the Chinese context. All the scales 
were measured using five-point Likert scales ranging from 1 = strongly 
disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

Research stress
We used the 4-item scale developed by Motowidlo et al. (1986) to 

measure university junior faculty members’ research stress. Sample 
items were “My research job is extremely stressful” and “I almost never 
feel stressed because of my research work” (reverse scored). The 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.94.

Teaching stress
We used the 4-item scale developed by Motowidlo et al. (1986) to 

measure university junior faculty members’ teaching stress. Sample 
items were “My teaching job is extremely stressful” and “I almost never 
feel stressed because of my teaching work” (reverse scored). The 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.84.

Administrative stress
We used the 4-item scale developed by Motowidlo et al. (1986) to 

measure university junior faculty members’ administrative stress. 
Sample items were “My administration job is extremely stressful” and “I 
almost never feel stressed because of my administration work” (reverse 
scored). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.92.

Emotional burnout
We adapted 5-item scale of Schaufeli et  al. (1996) to measure 

university junior faculty members’ emotional burnout. This scale was 
designed to measure the extent to which participants drained from their 
work. It includes items such as “I feel burned out from my work” and 
“Working all day is truly a strain for me.” The Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient was 0.92.

Life satisfaction
We used life satisfaction scale of Diener et  al. (1985) to assess 

university junior faculty members’ life satisfaction. The scale includes 
five items that gauge participants’ levels of satisfaction with processes 
and practices in the workplace. Sample items were “Most days I feel a 
sense of accomplishment in what I do at work” and “Overall I think 
I am reasonably satisfied with my life.” The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
was 0.92. Each item was scored on a seven-point Likert scale 
(1 = “strongly disagree,” 7 = “strongly agree”).

Control variables
To better exclude the potential effects of alternative variables, 

we controlled for four demographic variables, including participants’ 
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gender (coded as 0 = male, 1 = female), age (1 = below 30 years old; 
2 = 31–35; 3 = 36–40), education (0 = without a PhD degree; 1 = hold a 
PhD degree), and monthly income (1 = below RMB5000, 2 = RMB5001–
15000; 3 = RMB15001–25000; 4 = above RMB25001).

Results

To provide preliminary support for the hypotheses, we will first 
conduct descriptive statistical analyses and correlational analyses among 
all variables. Following Anderson and Gerbing (1988), we run a series 
of confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) to examine the validity of the 
constructs. We  adopted regressions to examine our hypotheses. 
Moreover, a structural equation model was also conducted to further 
validate our findings because it can handle complex models 
(Kline, 2011).

Preliminary analyses

We conducted CFAs to examine the discriminant validity of our 
study variables. Table 1 shows the results. Five models were compared 
in our CFAs: M0 represents the null model; M1 is our proposed model 
in which all five variables can be clearly distinguished; M2 assumes that 
emotional burnout cannot be distinguished from life satisfaction; M3 
examines whether the three kinds of stresses form one factor or they can 
be  clearly distinguished; and finally, M4 examines whether the five 
constructs represent a single indicator. The results of the CFAs can 
be found in Table 1. According to Table 1, the 5-factor baseline model 
(M1) had the best fit index (χ2[199] = 371.28, p < 0.001; CFI = 0.96, 
NFI = 0.91, IFI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.07). Thus, those constructs had good 
discriminant validity.

The mean value, standard deviation and correlational coefficients of 
our study variables are shown in Table 2. In terms of the descriptive 
analysis, university junior faculty members’ research stress (r = 0.57, 
p < 0.01), teaching stress (r = 0.53, p < 0.01) and administration stress 
(r = 0.67, p < 0.01) were positively related to emotional burnout. 
Emotional burnout is negatively correlated with life satisfaction 

(r = −0.82, p < 0.01). Interestingly, age (r = 0.20, p < 0.01) and salary 
(r = 0.49, p < 0.01) are positively related to life satisfaction. Together, 
these results provide preliminary support for our hypothesis.

Hypotheses testing

To test our hypotheses, we adopted multiple regression analyses 
(Baron and Kenny, 1986; Hox, 2010). The results are shown in Table 3. 
Hypothesis 1 proposed that university junior faculty members’ research 
stress negatively affects their life satisfaction. In Model 4, research stress 
is negatively correlated with life satisfaction (β = −0.31, p < 0.01). Thus, 
Hypothesis 1 is supported. Hypothesis 2 proposed that teaching stress 
negatively affects life satisfaction. In Model 5, university junior faculty 
members’ teaching stress is not positively correlated with life satisfaction 
(β = −0.28, p < 0.01). Thus, Hypothesis 2 is supported. Hypothesis 3 
proposed that administrative stress negatively affects life satisfaction. In 
Model 6, university junior faculty members’ administrative stress is 
negatively correlated with life satisfaction (β = −0.38, p < 0.01). Thus, 
Hypothesis 3 is supported.

Hypothesis 4 proposed that university junior faculty members’ 
research stress positively affects their emotional burnout. After 
controlling for age, gender, salary, and education, in Model 1, research 
stress is positively correlated with emotional burnout (β = 0.46, p < 0.01). 
Thus, Hypothesis 4 is supported. Hypothesis 5 predicted that teaching 
stress positively affects emotional burnout. Model 2 indicated that 
teaching stress is positively correlated with emotional burnout (β = 0.44, 
p < 0.01). In view of these results, Hypothesis 5 is supported. Hypothesis 
6 suggested that administrative stress positively affects emotional 
burnout. Model 3 showed that administrative stress is positively 
correlated with emotional burnout (β = 0.61, p < 0.01). Therefore, 
Hypothesis 6 is supported.

Furthermore, Hypothesis 7 proposed that emotional burnout 
mediates the relationship between research stress and life satisfaction. 
In Model 7, after including junior faculty members’ emotional burnout 
into the regression, emotional burnout is negatively related to life 
satisfaction (β = −0.75, p < 0.01), while the coefficient of research stress 
becomes nonsignificant (β = 0.03, n.s.). Thus, Hypothesis 7 is supported.

FIGURE 1

Theoretical model in this study.
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TABLE 3 Results of hierarchical multiple regression.

Variables Emotional exhaustion Life satisfaction

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9

Control variables

  Gender 0.07 0.10 0.16** −0.10 −0.12 −0.16** −0.05 −0.05 −0.03

  Age −0.04 −0.05 −0.12* 0.05 0.06 0.10 0.02 0.02 0.01

  Education −0.04 −0.07 −0.04 −0.06 −0.05 −0.06 −0.09 −0.10* −0.09*

  Monthly income −0.28** −0.30** −0.14* 0.32** 0.34** 0.24** 0.11** 0.11* 0.13*

Independent variables

  Research stress 0.46** −0.31** 0.03

  Teaching stress 0.44** −0.28** 0.06

  Administration 

stress

0.61** −0.38** 0.11

Mediator

  Emotional burnout −0.75** −0.76** −0.80**

ΔR2 0.18 0.16 0.30 0.08 0.06 0.12 0.34 0.36 0.31

ΔF 57.23** 50.26** 124.19** 24.57** 18.21** 38.14** 214.03** 228.54** 196.63**

N = 202. The regression coefficients in the table are all standardized regression coefficients. 
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

Hypothesis 8 proposed that emotional burnout mediates the 
relationship between teaching stress and life satisfaction. In Model 
8, emotional burnout is negatively related to life satisfaction 
(β = −0.76, p < 0.01), while the coefficient of teaching stress 

becomes nonsignificant (β = 0.06, n.s.). Hence, Hypothesis 8 
is supported.

Finally, Hypothesis 9 proposed that emotional burnout mediates the 
relationship between administrative stress and life satisfaction. In Model 

TABLE 1 Confirmatory factor analyses of measurement models.

Model specifications χ2 df Δχ2 CFI NFI IFI RMSEA

Null model (M0) 4065.21 231 – – – – –

Baseline five-factor model (M1) 371.28 199 – 0.96 0.91 0.96 0.07

Emotional burnout and life 

satisfaction combined (M2)

497.84 203 126.56** 0.92 0.88 0.92 0.09

Three stresses combined (M3) 888.86 206 517.58** 0.82 0.78 0.82 0.13

Five constructs represent a 

single dimension (M4)

1555.13 209 1183.85** 0.65 0.62 0.65 0.18

N = 202. Δχ2 is the change of χ2 compared with the baseline model. 
**p < 0.01.

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and correlations among study variables.

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Research stress 3.43 1.28 –

2. Teaching stress 3.28 0.92 0.62** –

3. Administration stress 2.58 1.14 0.58** 0.57** –

4. Emotional burnout 2.26 1.02 0.57** 0.53** 0.67** –

5. Life satisfaction 3.60 1.04 −0.47** −0.43** −0.51** −0.82** –

6. Gender 0.61 0.49 0.25** 0.20** 0.08 0.23** −0.25** –

7. Age 2.36 0.65 −0.10 −0.09 −0.02 −0.17** 0.20** −0.04 –

8. Education 0.68 0.47 0.32** 0.37** 0.30** 0.25** −0.32** 0.12 −0.20** –

9. Monthly income 2.07 0.66 −0.33** −0.32** −0.41** −0.44** 0.49** −0.20** 0.32** −0.43** –

N = 202. Gender: 0 = male, 1 = female; Age: 1 = below 30 years old; 2 = 31–35; 3 = 36–40; Education: 0 = without a PhD degree; 1 = hold a PhD degree; Monthly income: 1 = below RMB5000; 
2 = RMB5001-15000; 3 = RMB15001-25000; 4 = above RMB25001. 
**p < 0.01.
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9, emotional burnout is negatively related to life satisfaction (β = −0.80, 
p < 0.01), while the coefficient of administrative stress becomes 
nonsignificant (β = 0.11, n.s.). Based on these results, Hypothesis 9 
is supported.

Path analysis

To further validate our hypotheses, we  conducted structural 
equation modeling. The baseline model is a full mediation model that 
includes paths from research stress, teaching stress, and administration 
stress to emotional burnout and a path from emotional burnout to 
life satisfaction.

Figure 2 shows the path coefficients of this model. All the results are 
consistent with those in the multiple regression analyses. To further 
examine Hypotheses 7–9, the mediating effects of emotional burnout 
were tested for significance using the bootstrapping method (Preacher 
and Hayes, 2008). As shown in Table 4, the indirect effects of research 

stress, teaching stress, and administration stress on life satisfaction via 
emotional burnout were significant. Therefore, all the hypotheses 
were supported.

Discussion

Based on a survey, the present paper examined how and why work-
related stress impacts the life satisfaction level of university faculty 
members. The results indicated that the three subdivisions of university 
faculty members’ work-related stress, namely, research stress, teaching 
stress, and administrative stress, were all negatively related to life 
satisfaction. Furthermore, emotional burnout was shown to be  the 
underlying mechanism for the aforementioned effects.

This research contributes to the literature in at least three ways. First, 
the paper contributes to the expansion of work-related stress research 
domains by providing insights into how work-related stress affects the 
life satisfaction level of university junior faculty members, a specific 

FIGURE 2

Path analysis coefficients of hypothesized model. **p < 0.01.

TABLE 4 Parameter estimates of the mediation model and 95% confidence intervals.

Estimated effect 95% CIa

Direct effects

  Research stress→emotional exhaustion 0.16** [0.06, 0.26]

  Teaching stress→emotional exhaustion 0.12** [0.01, 0.24]

  Administration stress→emotional exhaustion 0.41** [0.29, 0.53]

  Emotional exhaustion→life satisfaction −0.75** [−0.83, −0.67]

Indirect effects

  Research stress→emotional exhaustion→life satisfaction −0.12** [−0.20, −0.04]

  Teaching stress→emotional exhaustion→life satisfaction −0.09** [−0.18, −0.01]

  Administration stress→emotional exhaustion→life satisfaction −0.31** [−0.40, −0.21]

N = 202. aCI = confidence interval (1,000 bootstrap samples).
**p < 0.01.
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group of university staff that has been overlooked by many researchers. 
As the literature tends to emphasize the negative relationship between 
work-related stress and the life satisfaction level of general university 
faculty members (e.g., Blix et al., 1994; Herranz-Bellido et al., 2007; 
Miller et al., 2011; Lin and Huang, 2014; Sabagh and Saroyan, 2014; 
Padilla-González and Galaz-Fontes, 2015; Berebitsky and Ellis, 2018; 
Soares et al., 2020), the work-related stress faced by university junior 
faculty members has barely been addressed as a specific research 
question. Although there exist several publications focusing on 
nontenured faculty members, who prove to be the largest components 
of university junior faculty groups, they tend to explore the sources and 
predictors of nontenured faculty members’ work-related stress rather 
than its impacts on the level of life satisfaction (e.g., Walden and Bryan, 
2010; Reevy and Deason, 2014; Carvalho and Diogo, 2018).

Second, by determining the mediating effect of emotional burnout, 
this paper explores why work-related stress affects the life satisfaction 
level of university junior faculty members. Extant literature on work-
related stress does show some interest in detecting the underlying 
mechanism of the negative relationship between work-related stress and 
life satisfaction (e.g., Extremera et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2016), especially 
in those publications mainly meant to examine the antecedents of life 
satisfaction (e.g., Nguyen et  al., 2003; Pavot and Diener, 2008), but 
almost none of them, to the best of my knowledge, has taken into 
account the uniqueness and particularity of university junior 
faculty members.

Third, the paper breaks the tradition in which work-related stress is 
usually regarded as a general variable in most related publications by 
innovatively treating its three specific subdivisions, namely, research 
stress, teaching stress, and administrative stress, as the three independent 
variables affecting the level of university junior faculty members’ life 
satisfaction. Although the three types of work-related stress have widely 
been discussed in publications focusing on the specific sources and 
predictors of work-related stress suffered by university faculty members 
(e.g., Thorsen, 1996; Thompson and Dey, 1998; Hendel and Horn, 2008; 
Slade et al., 2016), they have barely been considered as independent 
variables in empirical studies.

Meanwhile, the present paper also provides practical implications. 
For example, this study enables university faculty members to correctly 
identify their sources of tension and comprehend stress. In the near 
term, university faculty members can improve their mental health levels 
by using load management (e.g., purposefully and appropriately lessen 
their workload in terms of research, teaching, and administration). 

Moreover, it will also help university administrators pay attention to the 
negative impact of administrative stress on faculty members. 
Administrators should release some administrative stress to help faculty 
members focus on high-quality research and teaching outputs.
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