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Summary Although conscientiousness was commonly viewed as a type of personal resource to help individuals reduce
strain or mitigate the impacts of stressors, empirical research demonstrated mixed results. Based on the per-
sonal resource allocation perspective, we posited that rather than functioning as personal resource per se, con-
scientiousness may act as a key factor influencing how individuals allocate their personal resources. The
current study examined the moderating roles of conscientiousness in the relationships that work stressors
(i.e., challenge stressors and hindrance stressors) have with employee psychological strain and job perfor-
mance by using multi-source, time-lagged data collected from 250 employees working at two companies.
The results showed that both challenge stressors and hindrance stressors were positively related to psycholog-
ical strain. Conscientiousness moderated the relationships between both stressors and psychological strain,
such that the positive relationships were stronger for individuals with high conscientiousness. Conscientious-
ness also moderated the relationship between challenge stressors and performance, such that the relationship
was positive for individuals with high conscientiousness but negative for those with low conscientiousness.
Altogether, the findings suggest that conscientiousness acts as a double-edged sword that both promotes per-
formance and exacerbates the stress reaction of employees when they are confronted with stressful situations.
Copyright © 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Introduction

Conscientiousness, a component of the five-factor personality model (Costa & McCrae, 1988; Costa & McCrae,
1992), describes the extent to which individuals are dutiful, hard working, persevering, and self-disciplined and tend
to strive for achievement (Barrick & Mount, 1991). Because it has been shown to be a strong and universally valid
predictor of a variety of significant outcomes in the work context, such as job performance (Barrick & Mount, 1991;
Mount, Barrick, & Strauss, 1999), job attitudes (Erdheim,Wang, & Zickar, 2006; Judge, Heller, &Mount, 2002), and
organizational citizenship behavior (Hackett & Lapierre, 2007), conscientiousness is arguably the most important
factor among personality traits (Barrick, Mount, & Strauss, 1993; Roberts, Chernyshenko, Stark, & Goldberg, 2005).
In the stress literature, conscientiousness is also one of the most salient trait factors affecting how individuals react

to work stressors. Under the conservation of resources framework (Hobfall, 1989, 2001), researchers generally deem
conscientiousness as a type of personal resource that may help individuals resist the deleterious effects of stress
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(e.g., Perry, Witt, Penney, & Atwater, 2010; Zellars, Perrewé, Hochwarter, & Anderson, 2006). However,
existing research has demonstrated inconsistent findings regarding the view that conscientiousness is a type of
personal resource (e.g., Armon, Shirom, & Melamed, 2012; Grant & Langan-Fox, 2007; Nandkeolyar, Shaffer, Li,
Ekkirala, & Bagger, 2014; Zellars et al., 2006). For example, although Nandkeolyar and colleagues (2014) found that
conscientiousness mitigates the negative relationship between abusive supervision and employee performance, Grant
and Langan-Fox (2007) found that the negative relationship between role conflict and job satisfaction is stronger for
employees with higher levels of conscientiousness. These results suggest that the extra effort invested by conscien-
tious individuals in their jobs may lead to depletion of resources and thus these individuals may suffer more from
strain. In other words, conscientiousness may not serve as a type of personal resource per se to help individuals resist
the detrimental effects of work stressors. Rather, based on the personal resource allocation perspective (Grawitch,
Barber, & Justice, 2010), conscientiousness may instead influence how and where individuals allocate their personal
resources, which in turn influences how individuals react to work stressors.
According to the personal resource allocation framework (Grawitch et al., 2010), the amount of personal re-

sources is finite. Whether individuals are capable of handling stressful situations depends on how effectively they
allocate their personal resources. In addition, the personal resource allocation framework also posits that personality
would influence the resource allocation processes. Based on these arguments, we inferred that individuals with high
levels of conscientiousness, who have a predisposition to set higher goals and strive for achievement (Barrick &
Mount, 1991; Barrick et al., 1993), would be more willing to direct personal resources to meet performance require-
ments as their top priority. This would imply that under stressful work contexts, conscientious individuals may direct
personal resources primarily into fulfilling their high performance standard, leaving them with insufficient resources
to mitigate the impact of work stressors on their psychological strain.
In sum, conscientiousness should serve as a guide for individuals to direct their resource allocations (rather than the

resource per se). According to this argument, this allocation strategy would have significant impact on performance
and psychological strain simultaneously when employees encounter work stressors. In the current research, we sought
to examine both performance and psychological strain as outcomes in a single model so as to see whether conscien-
tious individuals’maintenance of high performance standards comes at the expense of increased psychological strain
when facing stressors. Indeed, to the best of our knowledge, no empirical research has examined the moderating
effects of conscientiousness on the relationships that stressors have with performance and psychological strain simul-
taneously, which limits our understanding of the role that conscientiousness plays in the work stress context.
In order to provide a clearer picture of how conscientiousness influences the stressors-reaction process, the current

research examined the moderating role of conscientiousness on the relationships between different types of work
stressors and outcomes. Specifically, we employed the two-dimension model of work stressors (i.e., challenge
and hindrance stressors) proposed by Cavanaugh, Boswell, Roehling, and Boudreau (2000) and focused on both
job performance and psychological strain at the same time. Based on the personal resource allocation framework
(Grawitch et al., 2010), we proposed that, on one hand, conscientiousness would strengthen the positive relationship
between challenge stressors and job performance, but mitigate the negative relationship between hindrance stressors
and performance. On the other hand, conscientiousness would exacerbate the positive relationships between both
stressors and psychological strain (Figure 1).
In making these predictions, we provide several important contributions to the personality and work stress liter-

ature. First, although conscientiousness is commonly viewed as a type of personal resource that helps individuals
deal with stressful events, the inconsistent results of previous research suggest that, rather than a type of resource
per se, conscientiousness is instead a key factor that impacts the allocation of personal resources. Our research
supports this argument by showing how individuals with different levels of conscientiousness reacted differently to
work stressors in terms of their performance and psychological strain, which provides new insight to understanding
the role of conscientiousness in the stress literature.
Second, we present a more nuanced model of the effects of conscientiousness by considering how individual con-

scientiousness interacts with work stressors to impact outcomes. In addition, we demonstrate that the same person-
ality trait can either facilitate the favorable effects or exacerbate the adverse effects of work stressors, depending on

CONSCIENTIOUSNESS AS A DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD 95

Copyright © 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 36, 94–111 (2015)
DOI: 10.1002/job



the outcome under consideration (e.g., performance or psychological strain). It is the first attempt to demonstrate the
double-edged effect of conscientiousness in a single model and highlights the need to consider not only the work
environment and individual differences, but the outcomes as well.

Challenge stressors, hindrance stressors, and outcomes

There has been a tradition in the literature (e.g., Selye, 1974) to distinguish between “good” stress (eustress) and
“bad” stress (distress). Similarly, it has been suggested that there may be merits in distinguishing among forms of
stressors in workplaces (Jex, 1998), considering that stressors in workplaces have been demonstrated to be differentially
associated with affective and behavioral responses (e.g., Beehr, Glaser, Canali, & Wallwey, 2001; Dwyer & Ganster,
1991; Fritz & Sonnentag, 2009; Ivancevich, Matteson, & Preston, 1982; Jex & Yankelevich, 2008; Shultz, Wang, &
Olson, 2010; Stamper & Johlke, 2003).
Cavanaugh and colleagues (2000) proposed a two-dimensional work stressor framework (i.e., challenge–

hindrance stressors) and demonstrated that relationships between stressors and work outcomes depend on the nature
of different stressors. In their study, Cavanaugh et al. surveyed managers’ work stress using items selected from sev-
eral measurements (Caplan, Cobb, French, Harrison, & Pinneau, 1975; Ivancevich & Matteson, 1983; Sandman,
1992). Results of factor analysis showed that items can be categorized into two factors. The first factor consisted
of items such as workload, time pressure, and responsibility and was named challenge stressors because these items
reflected stressors that help to facilitate goal achievement and personal growth. The second factor consisted of items
such as role ambiguity, role conflict, and organizational politics and was named hindrance stressors because these
items reflected stressors that threaten goal achievement. Subsequent analysis in Cavanaugh et al.’s study, as well as a
growing body of research, supports the two-dimensional framework of challenge–hindrance stressors, which all
together suggest that challenge stressors lead to desirable work attitudes or behaviors such as job satisfaction (Beehr
et al., 2001; Podsakoff, LePine, & LePine, 2007; Webster, Beehr, & Love, 2011), affective organizational commitment
(Boswell, Olson-Buchanan, & LePine, 2004; Podsakoff et al., 2007), and work self-efficacy (Webster, Beehr, &
Christiansen, 2010), while hindrance stressors result in undesirable ones such as turnover intention (Boswell et al.,
2004; Podsakoff et al., 2007; Webster et al., 2011) and withdrawal (Podsakoff et al., 2007).
Not surprisingly, therefore, challenge and hindrance stressors have also been demonstrated to have obverse

relations with employee task performance. In agreement with Cavanaugh et al. (2000), empirical studies (e.g.,
LePine, LePine, & Jackson, 2004; LePine, Podsakoff, & LePine, 2005; Pearsall, Ellis, & Stain, 2009; Wallace,
Edwards, Arnold, Frazier, & Finch, 2009) as well as meta-analysis (LePine et al., 2005) have consistently identified
a positive relationship between challenge stressors and performance but a negative one between hindrance stressors

Figure 1. Expected theoretical relationships
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and performance. It is argued that because individuals believe that they are more able to meet the challenge work
demands and valued outcomes will occur after they cope with them, challenge stressors evoke a higher level of
motivation (LePine et al., 2004; LePine et al., 2005), thus leading to more engagement and better performance. In
contrast, hindrance stressors reduce performance because these stressors are situational constraints that make it
difficult for employees to accomplish job tasks (Cavanaugh et al., 2000). Besides, given that individuals are more
likely to believe that no reasonable level of effort is adequate to deal with hindrance work demands, they tend to
have a lower level of motivation. Thus, hindrance stressors are supposed to reduce performance (LePine et al., 2004;
LePine et al., 2005).
Despite the different relationships between challenge and hindrance stressors with attitudinal and behavioral

outcomes, research reveals that both of these stressors are positively associated with psychological strain (e.g., Boswell
et al., 2004; Lee &Ashforth, 1996; LePine et al., 2004; LePine et al., 2005; Podsakoff et al., 2007;Webster et al., 2011).
This argument is based on research suggesting that all stressful job demands are subject to the same psychological
process (i.e., appraisal and coping), which requires emotional and cognitive effort (Cooper, Dewe, & O’Driscoll,
2001; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) and thus results in forms of strain such as anxiety, fatigue, and exhaustion
(Jex, 1998; Schaubroeck, Cotton, & Jennings, 1989). Even challenging stressors, which are appraised as positive
and increase job satisfaction, will lead to more strain because of the increased effort associated with the appraisal
of demands and coping with them (Crawford, LePine, & Rich, 2010; Podsakoff et al., 2007). In sum, both challenge
and hindrance stressors are positively associated with psychological strain.

The moderating role of conscientiousness

In the present study, we go beyond previous research by examining the interactions between challenge–hindrance
stressors and the individual difference of conscientiousness. We draw upon the personal resource allocation
framework (Grawitch et al., 2010) and past research to understand the moderating effects of conscientiousness on
the relationships that challenge–hindrance stressors have with employees’ psychological strain and performance.
The personal resource allocation framework suggests that there exist various demands in life domains, such as

workload and household chores, and personal resources are needed to meet these demands. According to the per-
sonal resource allocation framework, there are three broad categories of personal resources: time, energy (physical,
mental, and/or emotional), and financial resources. In accordance with the conservation of resources (COR) theory
(Hobfall, 1989, 2001), the total amount of resources one possesses is finite. Thus, individuals have to choose where,
when, and how to allocate their resources to deal with the demands, and the results of resource allocation determine
many important outcomes. For instance, not allocating enough resources to the completion of work tasks would lead
to reduced job performance (Wang, Liao, Zhan, & Shi, 2011; Witt & Carlson, 2006). Resource allocation differs
from similar concepts such as coping, which is directed at specific targets (e.g., coping with problems or coping with
emotions; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980, 1985). On the other hand, resource allocation is a broader process that includes
choices about where, when, and how to spend resources.
According to the personal resource allocation framework, people have different strategies to allocate their

resources (Lee, Kelly, & Edwards, 2006; Rabinovich, Morton, & Postmes, 2010), and personality traits would greatly
impact how individuals allocate resources (Witt & Carlson, 2006). As one of the five high-order traits in the five-
factor model of personality (Costa & McCrae, 1988), conscientiousness stands for a tendency to be persevering, hard
working, self-disciplined, dutiful, and well-organized (Costa & McCrae, 1992). It has been widely demonstrated that
the personality trait of conscientiousness has significant influence on organizational settings (Meyer, Dalal, &
Bonaccio, 2009; Shi, Lin, Wang, & Wang, 2009; Taylor, Bedeian, & Kluemper, 2012). Here, we posit that
conscientiousness may play an important role in influencing employees’ resource allocation when they encounter
challenge stressors or hindrance stressors in workplaces.
Conscientious individuals attach greater importance to personal achievement (Barrick, Stewart, & Piotrowski,

2002), are more concerned about high quality of work (Moon, 2001), and are more motivated (Judge & Ilies,
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2002), and are hard working (Barrick et al., 1993; Renn, Allen, & Huning, 2011). Accordingly, highly conscientious
individuals very much value achievement-related conditions, such as a sense of accomplishment (Raja, Johns, &
Ntalianis, 2004), and tend to spend effort to conquer the work-related problems that they encounter (Wang &
Erdheim, 2007; Watson, Clark, & Harkness, 1994). Thus, when experiencing challenge stressors that are bene-
ficial to achievement, highly conscientious individuals would allocate more resources (e.g., spending more time
and energy) they have into dealing with these stressors, in order to meet the performance requirements and gain
the sense of accomplishment, thus leading to better performance. For instance, they may spend longer hours on
job tasks, work overtime, and take fewer breaks to deal with the higher workload. In contrast, for less consci-
entious employees, because they do not care about achievement at work very much, they would not allocate so
much of their resources into dealing with these stressors. Accordingly, we propose that the positive relationship
between challenge stressors and performance should be stronger for employees with higher levels of
conscientiousness.

Hypothesis 1a: Conscientiousness moderates the relationship between challenge stressors and job performance,
such that the positive relationship between challenge stressors and job performance is stronger for employees with
higher conscientiousness.

Unlike challenge stressors, hindrance stressors are stressful demands that are hard to deal with personally and that
hinder achievement and personal growth (Cavanaugh et al., 2000; LePine et al., 2005; Podsakoff et al., 2007). Nev-
ertheless, extant research has suggested that highly conscientious individuals are likely to respond to adverse work
situations in more productive ways. Employees with high conscientiousness are more likely to focus on their job
duties even when confronting organizational constraints (Bowling & Eschleman, 2010) or interpersonal injustice
(Yang & Diefendorff, 2009). Given that individuals with high conscientiousness are more motivated and ambitious
(Judge & Ilies, 2002), we propose that in order to maintain their high level of performance, these individuals may
direct more resources (e.g., time and energy) to deal with hindrance stressor, which offsets the negative effect of
these stressors on performance. In contrast, individuals with low conscientiousness are less motivated to allocate
their resources to deal with hindrance stressors, because they do not care much about the decrease of performance.
Thus, their levels of performance are vulnerable to hindrance stressors. Accordingly, for highly conscientious em-
ployees, the impact of hindrance stressors on performance would be less severe than those with lower conscientious-
ness. This hypothesis is in accordance with a recent finding showing that conscientiousness would weaken the
negative influence of abusive supervision on performance (Nandkeolyar et al., 2014).

Hypothesis 1b: Conscientiousness moderates the relationship between hindrance stressors and job performance,
such that the negative relationship between hindrance stressors and job performance is weaker for employees with
higher conscientiousness.

Although conscientiousness would help employees to get/maintain higher levels of performance under stressful
work situations, here, we argue that it would act as a “detrimental” factor in strengthening the stressor–psychological
strain relationship. As stated, when confronting challenge stressors, highly conscientious individuals tend to allocate
more resources into meeting their high performance standard so as to get more achievement. Because the total
amount of personal resources is finite, their resource allocation strategy will gradually deplete their personal re-
sources. According to the COR theory, the depletion of personal resources would lead to experience of stress and
strain (Hobfall, 1989, 2001). It has been demonstrated that the emotional and cognitive efforts put to deal with
stressful demands would result in forms of strain such as anxiety, fatigue, and exhaustion (Jex, 1998; Schaubroeck
et al., 1989). So, by allocating time and energy to meet with the challenge stressors, highly conscientious employees
sacrifice their well-being in exchange for good performance (Sonnentag & Frese, 2012). While for those with low
conscientiousness, because they do not care much about gaining achievement, they would not allocate such high
levels of resources in job as challenge stressors increase. Accordingly, they are less likely to demonstrate significant
psychological reactions when confronted with challenge stressors.
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Hypothesis 2a: Conscientiousness moderates the relationship between challenge stressors and psychological
strain, such that the positive relationship between challenge stressors and psychological strain is stronger for more
conscientious employees.

Similarly, as for the hindrance stressors, highly conscientious employees would allocate more resources to deal
with them in order to offset their negative influence on performance. Spending too much time and energy on work
would bring about a depletion of personal resources; thus, this allocation strategy would lead to more psychological
strain as hindrance stressors increase. While those with lower conscientiousness are less motivated about work, they
are even prone to psychologically detach from their jobs (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). So, they would be less
concerned about whether their job duties are hindered by situational factors and would allocate fewer resources into
work. Thus, they would suffer from less strain as hindrance stressors increase. This argument is consistent with pre-
vious research showing that conscientiousness strengthens the negative effect of role conflict on job satisfaction
(Grant & Langan-Fox, 2007). Accordingly, we hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 2b: Conscientiousness moderates the relationship between hindrance stressors and psychological
strain, such that the positive relationship between hindrance stressors and strain is stronger for more conscientious
employees.

Method

Participants and procedure

We collected data from two Chinese companies: a restaurant management company and a consulting firm. Random
sampling method with a 30 percent sampling rate was used to collect data from employees in these two companies.
This sampling rate ensures adequate sample size and good coverage of various demographic characteristics, job
levels, and work units.
Data were collected in two phases, 2weeks apart, in order to reduce the common method variance problem

(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). In the first survey, participants reported their perceptions of work
stressors (i.e., challenge and hindrance stressors), their personality trait of conscientiousness, and demographic
information. In the second survey conducted 2weeks later, participants described their psychological strain, and
their supervisors rated participants’ overall performance. We used an identification code on the questionnaire to link
the questionnaires from the two phases. The use of the codes allowed us to exclude participants’ names, ensuring the
confidential nature of the survey.
In the restaurant management company, the surveys were distributed to 156 employees. Among them, 140 (89.74

percent) responded to the first survey, and of these 140 participants, 136 (97.14 percent) responded to the second
survey. In the consulting firm, the surveys were distributed to 133 employees. Among them, 120 (90.23 percent)
responded to the first survey, and of these 120 participants, 114 (95.0 percent) responded to the second survey. A
total of 26 direct supervisors of employees were asked to provide employees’ performance ratings. All of them
(100 percent) responded to the survey. To investigate the potential impact of attrition, differences on stressors
(i.e., challenge and hindrance stressors) and conscientiousness were tested between participants who completed all
the assessment at both times and participants who completed only Time 1 assessment. No significant differences
emerged for any of these variables. The final sample size was 250. Job titles for this sample were quite varied, including
sales, marketing specialists, project managers, executive managers, planners, procurement specialists, accountants,
quality control specialists, human resource specialists, customer representatives, system architects, and system
administrators. These individuals were responsible for the management and day-to-day functioning of the restaurant
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management and consulting firms. In this combined sample, 51.20 percent were male, and the average age of the
respondents was 25.74 years (SD = 4.24); 0.4 percent did not receive a junior high school diploma, 41.6 percent
completed junior high school education, 8.0 percent had a high school diploma, and 50.0 percent had an associate
degree or above; and the average job tenure of the respondents was 1.47 years (SD = 1.69).

Measures

The measures for challenge–hindrance stressors and conscientiousness were originally published in English. We
followed the conventional procedure of translation–back translation (Brislin, 1980) to translate them into Chinese.
First, a Chinese graduate student who majored in English translated all the English scales into Chinese. Then,
another graduate student who majored in English and was blind to the original questionnaire translated them back
to English. Finally, the two English versions of all the scales were compared with each other to review any arising
inconsistencies. A high level of agreement (94.7 percent) was achieved in back-translated items. Minor discrepancies
between the original and back-translated versions were solved through discussion between the translators and a
professor of psychology.

Challenge and hindrance stressors
Challenge and hindrance stressors were measured with Cavanaugh et al.’s (2000) 11-item scale. Employees were
asked to indicate the extent to which the statements produced stress at work on a scale ranging from 1 (no stress)
to 5 (a great deal of stress). Challenge items (six items; Cronbach’s α= .93) included “Time pressure I experience”
and “The number of projects and or assignments I have,” while hindrance items (five items; Cronbach’s α = .83)
included “The degree to which politics rather than performance affects organizational decisions” and “The amount
of red tape I need to get through to get my job done.”

Conscientiousness
We measured conscientiousness using the Mini-Markers developed by Saucier (1994) (Cronbach’s α = .71 in the
current research for the conscientiousness). Mini-Markers is a shortened version of Goldberg’s unipolar Big-Five
Markers (Goldberg, 1992), which has been demonstrated to have strong correlations (ranging from .54 to .70) with
the NEO Five-Factor Inventory (Mooradian & Nezlek, 1996). It consists of 40 adjective markers. The Conscien-
tiousness scale contains eight adjective markers (four positive adjectives such as “Practical” and four negative ad-
jectives [reversed coded] such as “Sloppy”). Respondents rated each marker using a Likert scale ranging from 1
(extremely inaccurate) to 5 (extremely accurate).

Psychological strain
We used the 12-item version of the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12) revised by Wang and Lin (2011) to
assess employees’ psychological strain (Cronbach’s α = .89 in the current research). The GHQ-12 was originally de-
veloped by Goldberg and Williams (1988) and has been widely used as a screening measure for general psycholog-
ical strain (e.g., Lin, Wang, & Chen, 2013). Respondents were asked to rate their agreement on a 7-point scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). An example item is “I’m unhappy and depressed.” Higher scores repre-
sent higher psychological strain after we reversed the scores.

Job performance
Employees’ job performance was rated by their supervisors using a four-item scale taken from Farh and Cheng
(1997) (Cronbach’s α= .96 in the current research). Supervisors were asked to rate their agreement on a 7-point scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). An example item is “This employee makes a significant contribution to
the overall performance of our work unit.”
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Control variables
Participants’ demographic characteristics, including gender, age, education, and job tenure were controlled because
previous studies suggested that these status variables might influence individuals’ perceptions of work stressors,
psychological strain, and performance (e.g., Ang, Van Dyne, & Begley, 2003; Cavanaugh et al., 2000; Ely, 2004;
Lobel & St. Clair, 1992; Perrewé et al., 2004; Vigoda, 2002; Wallace et al., 2009). In order to control company
difference, we also included company type as a dummy variable coded “1” for the restaurant management company
and “2” for the consulting firm in the regression analysis.

Results

The means, standard deviations, and correlations among the variables are presented in Table 1. As expected, hindrance
stressors were positively correlated with psychological strain (r= .25, p< .01) and negatively correlated with job
performance (r =�.17, p< .01). However, challenge stressors were only marginally correlated with psychological
strain (r = .12, p = .06) and did not significantly predict job performance (r = .08, p> .10).

Testing measurement model

To examine whether the constructs measured are distinguishable from each other, we conducted confirmatory factor
analysis using LISREL 8.80 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2006). The maximum likelihood estimation procedure was used
to estimate model fit. Results showed that the five-factor model (i.e., challenge stressors, hindrance stressors,
conscientiousness, psychological strain, and job performance) fit the data well, χ2(550) = 1422.74, p< .01, CFI = 0.90,
TLI = 0.90, RMSEA=0.08. All items loaded significantly on their corresponding factors. Correlations among factors
ranged from �.38 to .35. This measurement model fit the data better than all 10 constrained models in which any
two of the five factors were combined (345.36≤Δχ2 [Δdf=4]≤ 2162.86, ps< .01). These results provided support
for the hypothesized measurement model.

Testing moderation effects

Because supervisors provided ratings for more than one employee, these multiple ratings from supervisors and the
associated nesting of employees within work groups violate the data independence assumptions of ordinary least
squares regression models (Bliese, 2000; Klein & Kozlowski, 2000). Thus, we used hierarchical linear modeling
(HLM) to test our hypotheses. Model estimation was conducted using HLM 6.08 (Raudenbush, Bryk, & Congdon,
2007). A series of HLM models were estimated so as to examine the amount of variance in the dependant variables
explained by control variables, main effects, and interaction effects, respectively. The first model included only an
intercept. In the second model, control variables were entered. In the third model, the main effects of stressors and
conscientiousness were added. In the final model, the interaction terms between stressors and conscientiousness
were added. All predictor variables were grand centered by subtracting their means. Although we were interested
in modeling Level 1 variance, random slopes across groups/supervisors were tested using chi-square test so as to
ensure the appropriateness of the specification of our multi-level model. Because none of the random effects were
significant, we treated slopes as fixed.
The results of the first HLM model showed that the within supervisor (or individual level) variance on perfor-

mance ratings was 1.30, whereas the between-supervisor variance was 0.33. The chi-square test indicated that the
between-supervisor variance was significant, χ2(25) = 117.26, p< .01. The intra-class correlation for performance
ratings was .20, indicating that approximately 20 percent of the variance existed between supervisors/groups. For
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the outcome of psychological strain, the individual level variance was .96, whereas the between-group variance was .01.
The chi-square test indicated that the between-group variance was not significant, χ2(25) = 29.95, p> .10. The intra-
class correlation for psychological strain was .01, indicating that only 1 percent of the variance existed between groups.
After accounting for supervisory effects, the control variables explained 5.5 percent and 0.2 percent of the within-

group variance in job performance and psychological strain, respectively. The addition of the main effects of
stressors and conscientiousness explained incremental 0.8 percent and 15.3 percent of the within-group variance
in job performance and psychological strain, respectively. Finally, the addition of the interaction effects between
stressors and conscientiousness explained additional 6.8 percent and 4.2 percent of the within-group variance in
job performance and psychological strain, respectively. Consequently, the final model explained 13.1 percent and
19.7 percent of the within-group variance in job performance and psychological strain, respectively. The results
of the final model are presented in Table 2.
Results showed that after controlling for the between-group effects, both challenge and hindrance stressors were

positively related to psychological strain (γ= .19, p< .01, and γ= .15, p< .05, respectively), meaning that the more
stressors (either challenge or hindrance) employees perceived, the worse their psychological status was. However,
neither challenge stressors nor hindrance stressors were significantly related to job performance (γ = .01, p> .10
and γ =�.07, p> .10, respectively). Table 2 also shows that conscientiousness moderated the relationship between
challenge stressors and job performance as expected (γ= .49, p< .05), such that the positive relationship between
challenge stressors and job performance was stronger for employees with high conscientiousness (Figure 2).
However, the relationship between hindrance stressors and performance was not moderated by conscientiousness
(γ=�.05, p> .10).
In addition, conscientiousness significantly moderated each of the relationships between work stressors and

psychological strain in the predicted direction (challenge stressors, γ= .22, p< .01; and hindrance stressors, γ= .20,
p< .01). These results demonstrated that positive relationships between work stressors and employee psychological
strain were stronger for employees high, rather than low, in conscientiousness (Figures 3 and 4). We also used the
online calculator for probing interactions developed by Preacher, Curran, and Bauer (2006) to estimate simple slopes,
which describe the relationships between work stressors and outcomes at varying levels of conscientiousness.
Specifically, high conscientiousness was designated as 1SD above the mean, average conscientiousness was the
mean, and low conscientiousness was 1SD below the mean. For the relationship between challenge stressors and

Table 2. Hierarchical linear modeling results for predictor of supervisor-rated performance and psychological strain.

Job performance Psychological strain

Intercept 5.20** (0.17) 2.62** (0.07)
Sex 0.02 (0.17) �0.09 (0.13)
Age 0.02 (0.02) 0.00 (0.02)
Education 0.22** (0.09) 0.03 (0.09)
Job tenure 0.12** (0.04) 0.00 (0.03)
Company type �1.05** (0.39) 0.54 (0.33)
Challenge stressors 0.01 (0.08) 0.19** (0.08)
Hindrance stressors �0.07 (0.05) 0.15* (0.08)
Conscientiousness 0.16 (0.28) �0.46** (0.15)
Challenge stressors × conscientiousness 0.49* (0.24) 0.22** (0.08)
Hindrance stressors × conscientiousness �0.05 (0.17) 0.20** (0.09)
Level 1 variance component 1.13 0.77
Level 2 variance component 0.33 0.02
χ2 (df= 25) 136.25** 27.58

Note: Gender was coded “1” for men and “2” for women. Education was coded “1” for “no degree,” “2” for “high school diploma,” “3” for “associate
degree,” “4” for “bachelor degree,” “5” for “master degree,” and “6” for “doctor degree.” Company type was coded “1” for restaurant management
company and “2” for consulting firm.
*p< .05, **p< .01.
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job performance, the slope was significantly positive for individuals with high conscientiousness (simple slope = .27,
p< .01) but significantly negative for individuals with low conscientiousness (simple slope =�.25, p< .01). For
individuals with average conscientiousness, the slope was not significant (simple slope = .01, p> .10). For the
relationship between challenge stressors and psychological strain, the slopes were significantly positive for individuals
with high conscientiousness (simple slope = .31, p< .01), with average conscientiousness (simple slope = .19, p< .01),
and with low conscientiousness (simple slope = .07, p< .01). For the relationship between hindrance stressors and
psychological strain, the slopes were significantly positive for individuals with high conscientiousness (simple
slope = .26, p< .01) and with average conscientiousness (simple slope = .15, p< .01), but it was not significant for
individuals with low conscientiousness (simple slope = .04, p> .10). These results provided support for Hypotheses
1a, 2a, and 2b.

Figure 2. Interaction between challenge stressors and conscientiousness on employee job performance

Figure 3. Interaction between challenge stressors and conscientiousness on employee psychological strain

104 W. LIN ET AL.

Copyright © 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 36, 94–111 (2015)
DOI: 10.1002/job



Discussion

The goal of the current research was to expand literature on stress by examining the degree to which a particular
variable of personality trait, conscientiousness, moderated the relationships that work stressors had with employee
psychological strain and job performance. Using time-lagged and multi-source data, our results demonstrate the
double-edged sword effect of conscientiousness, which suggests that, rather than acting as a type of personal resource,
conscientiousness might serve as a guide for individuals to direct their resource allocations.
The current research showed the moderating effects of conscientiousness, such that the relationships that both

work stressors (i.e., challenge and hindrance) had with employee psychological strain were stronger for those high
in conscientiousness. In addition, the relationship between challenge stressors and performance was positive for in-
dividuals with high conscientiousness but negative for those with low conscientiousness. From the personal resource
allocation perspective, this may be due to that the highly conscientious individuals are more willing to channel their
personal resources towards maintaining their performance standards, leading to insufficient resources to resist the
increase of their psychological strain. It is worth noting that although conscientious individuals had lower levels
of psychological strain on average due to the negative relationship between conscientiousness and psychological
strain (Table 2), their levels of psychological strain increased dramatically when the levels of stressors increased.
This result suggests that the well-being of highly conscientious individuals fluctuate more dramatically than that
of those with low conscientiousness, reflecting the dark side of conscientiousness because previous research has
shown that such increase in strain would cause severe outcomes such as higher risk of suffering from depression
(e.g., Stansfeld, Shipley, Head, & Fuhrer, 2012; Wang, Schmitz, Dewa, & Stansfeld, 2009). Therefore, our findings
demonstrate the double-edged sword effect of conscientiousness.
Of note, we expected the moderating effect of conscientiousness in the relationship between hindrance stressors

and performance, such that hindrance stressors would be more detrimental to performance for employees low, rather
than high, on conscientiousness. However, no support was found for this hypothesis. A possible explanation is that
hindrance stressors, such as role ambiguity and organizational politics, are somewhat out of the control of the
employees. So, even for employees with high levels of conscientiousness, hindrance stressors are difficult for them
to deal with. Although they tend to spend more effort trying to deal with these stressors and maintain their level of
performance, they just cannot successfully meet the demands of the hindrance stressors. Thus, hindrance stressors

Figure 4. Interaction between hindrance stressors and conscientiousness on employee psychological strain
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would directly reduce performance because they make it difficult for employees to accomplish job tasks (Lepine et al.,
2005). Therefore, conscientiousness failed to mitigate the relationship between hindrance stressors and performance.

Theoretical implications

The current research makes several contributions to the existing body of literature. First, conscientiousness is com-
monly viewed as a type of personal resource that is beneficial for individuals. However, previous research has not
supported this argument consistently, as it has been found that there are some situations where conscientiousness
would act as a catalyst that exacerbates individuals’ stress reactions. Therefore, rather than viewing conscientious-
ness as a type of personal resource, we argue that conscientiousness helps directing individuals’ resource allocations
based on the personal resource allocation perspective (Grawitch et al., 2010). Specifically, we posit that conscien-
tiousness channels resources towards dealing with work stressors so as to meet performance requirements or even
to help the individual strive for greater achievement. As a result, highly conscientious individuals may be left with
insufficient resources to mitigate the negative impact of work stressors on their psychological well-being. Consistent
with these arguments, our results showed that although conscientiousness would facilitate individuals’ job perfor-
mance under stressful situations that were perceived as challenging, it would also exacerbate individuals’ psycholog-
ical strain at the same time. As such, the current research not only provides a novel approach to address some
conflicting findings from the current stress literature but also highlights a new perspective to understand the role that
conscientiousness plays in the work context. To the best of our knowledge, it is also the first time that the double-
edged sword effect of conscientiousness has been demonstrated in the same model, which significantly contributes
to the domain of personality research.
Second, the personal resource allocation perspective (Grawitch et al., 2010) posits that how individuals deal with

demands depends on how effectively they allocate their finite personal resources, and personality would influence
the resource allocation processes. Although it is a well-argued perspective, little work has been carried out to test
the validity of the personal resource allocation perspective. In the current research, we provide support for this
perspective by revealing the double-edged sword effect of conscientiousness in that when faced with stressors,
highly conscientious individuals may be inclined to maintain their superior levels of job performance at the risk
of turbulence in their psychological well-being.
Third, although previous findings suggest that challenging work demands promote work performance (e.g.,

LePine et al., 2004; LePine et al., 2005; Pearsall et al., 2009; Wallace et al., 2009), our findings show that this is
not always the case. By examining the moderating effects of conscientiousness on the relationship between challenge
stressors and performance, our research found that challenge stressors promote job performance for high conscien-
tiousness employees but damage performance for those low in conscientiousness. These findings extend the stress
literature by clarifying the boundary conditions of the challenge stressors–performance relationship, which highlights
the importance of considering individual differences in the stress management area.
Finally, our findings are consistent with the person–environment interaction perspective in understanding psychological

and behavioral reactions to stressful situations (Endler & Magnusson, 1976). The person–environment interaction
perspective suggests that personality (e.g., conscientiousness) interacts with situations (e.g., challenge/hindrance
stressors) in determining attitudes and behaviors. Based on this perspective and the extent that individuals differ in
resource allocation strategy, personality should influence how individuals allocate their resources and how they react
psychologically and behaviorally (e.g., psychological strain and performance) to the stressful work settings.

Practical implications

The current research also provides some guidance for managerial practice. First, given that hindrance stressors were
positively related to employees’ psychological strain, organizations should make every effort to reduce the
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occurrence of hindering work environments. For example, organizations could help employees to clarify their work
roles and deal with employee relations in a more harmonious way.
Second, our results showed that the relationship between challenge stressors and performance was positive for

highly conscientious individuals but negative for low-conscientious ones. These results suggest that it is crucial
for organizations or supervisors to consider the personality traits of employees when assigning tasks, workloads,
or responsibilities. For conscientious employees, providing challenge work demands may promote their perfor-
mance. In contrast, organizations should provide more support and guidance for low conscientiousness employees
to meet the performance requirements when they are facing heavy and challenging work demands.
Third, although our results showed that employees with high conscientiousness would perform better when

confronted with challenge stressors, we should note that they are more psychologically vulnerable in terms of the
increase in psychological strain under either type of stressful work situations (i.e., challenge or hindrance stressors).
Thus, organizations should pay more attention to the health status of employees who are high in conscientiousness
and provide them with additional resources to help reduce the potential impairment of well-being. For example,
Employee Assistance Programs could be developed to help conscientious employees psychologically detach from
work during off-job time and obtain better recovery of their personal resources.

Limitations and directions for future research

Several limitations and directions for future studies should be addressed. First, the cross-sectional nature of the data
collection may induce common method variance issue and prevent us from making any causal inference. However,
this does not constitute as a major threat to the interpretation of our findings for three reasons. First, we collected our
data in two phases (2weeks apart) from both employees and their direct supervisors. The use of time-lagged design
and measures from different sources helps mitigate the concern for potential common method bias (Podsakoff et al.,
2003). Moreover, job performance and psychological strain data were collected after we assessed work stressors,
which also aligns with the temporal order of our proposed model. Second, our research focuses on the moderating
effects of conscientiousness. According to Schaubroeck and Jones (2000), common method variance is unlikely to
result in statistical interactions, which are the main focus of this study. Third, evidence from both longitudinal (e.g.,
Sonnentag & Frese, 2012) and experimental studies (e.g., Perrewé & Ganster, 1989) suggests that work stressors
have casual impacts on strain. In their review of longitudinal research regarding the relationship between work
stressors and strain, Sonnentag and Frese (2012) found that empirical evidence supporting a causal effect of stressors
on strain is substantial. Moreover, Perrewé and Ganster (1989) found that manipulated work demands resulted in
lower job satisfaction. All these reasons weaken the concerns regarding the issue of cross-sectional data. Nevertheless,
future research should attempt to use a longitudinal design to confirm the moderating effects of conscientiousness on the
stressor–strain relationship. For instance, it would be interesting to examine whether conscientiousness would play the
role of a double-edged sword in a long term. It might be the case that increased psychological strain would gradually
deplete resources and render employees less able to invest themselves in their work, thus reduce employees’ performance
in the long run. On the other hand, it is also possible that superior performance in the long run elevates individuals’
personal resources, thereby buffering them against the negative effects of stressors on psychological strain. Longitudinal
data are needed in future research to shed more light on how conscientiousness affects stressors–strains relationships
over time.
Another limitation of this study is that the research focused exclusively on samples of employees from two

particular companies. Further replication of this study should be conducted in a variety of other populations. Third,
for the brevity and simplicity of our measure in the organizational setting, in the current study, we used the Mini-
Markers Scale (Saucier, 1994) that allows only a total score for conscientiousness. Future research could consider
using personality scales that allow an assessment of different facets of conscientiousness.
More research could also focus on the mechanisms underlying the double-edged sword effect of conscientiousness.

According to the personal resource allocation framework (Grawitch et al., 2010), the amount of resources that
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employees direct into dealing with stressors in the workplace can influence their performance and perceived strain.
Here, we did not directly test this mechanism, and future studies can extend the current findings by examining
whether factors regarding to resource allocation in the workplace, such as strategies of time and energy input,
act as proximal components and thus explain why conscientiousness strengthens both the relationships between
stressors and psychological strain and the relationship between challenge stressor and performance. Besides, future
research could investigate whether external resources, such as support from supervisors and colleagues, would
affect employees’ resource allocation processes, thus making those highly conscientious employees less vulnerable
to work stressors in terms of their psychological well-being. By considering external and internal resources
simultaneously, future research can be expected to draw a more complete picture of how employees react to stressors
in the workplace.
Another prospective future direction is exploring the influence of other personal characteristics on the relation-

ships between challenge/hindrance stressors and their consequences. Specifically, future research can consider
certain personal characteristics that will buffer the negative impact of hindrance stressors. Our research suggests
that challenge stressors are conditionally “good,” but hindrance stressors are unconditionally “bad.” Could there
be some personal characteristics that make hindrance stressors less “bad”? For example, because hindrance stressors
often trigger strong feelings of uncertainty (Zapf, Seifert, Schmutte, Mertini, & Holz, 2001), future research may
examine whether employees low in uncertainty avoidance orientation (Hofstede, 2001) would be less vulnerable
to hindrance stressors. These future studies, along with the current research, will serve as a beginning to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of how individual differences influence the challenge/hindrance stressors–
consequences relationships.
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