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Abstract 
 This research surveyed the public universities in Sichuan Province of China, adopting the 
PlS-SEM for data analysis to verify (1) the different influences of performance pressure on 
teaching and research performance, (2) the role of workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion 
on the relationship between performance pressure and teachers’ job performance, and (3) the 
influence of performance-related pay size on the relationship between performance pressure, job 
performance, and workplace anxiety. The researchers selected by experts’ consultation 9 public 
universities in Sichuan Province, and obtained responses from 407 university teachers via online 
data collection. The results show that: (1) Performance pressure directly affects university 
teachers’ teaching performance but has no significant effect on research performance; (2) 
Workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion have a suppressing effect on the relationship 
between performance pressure and teaching performance; and (3) Performance-related pay size 
has no significant influence on the relationship between performance pressure, teaching 
performance and research performance. The research findings reveal the influence of performance 
pressure in the higher education field, and provide the theoretical basis and work suggestions for 
performance management in universities. 
  
Keywords: University teachers, performance pressure, workplace anxiety, emotional exhaustion,  
           performance-related pay size, job performance 
1. Introduction   
 Since “New Public Management” reform in the 1970s, the performance appraisal 
system has been introduced into the education system of many countries. The general 
trend was to pay more attention to school performance and make teachers take more 
direct responsibility through rewards and punishments (Andrew & Zhang 2009). 
However, performance appraisal cannot only stimulate teachers’ work engagement and 
improve their work performance (Li, Lin & Su, 2018) to a certain extent (Liao, Wen & 
Wang, 2010). It may also harm teachers’ work motivation (Kallio & Kallio, 2014) and 
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destroy their creativity (Ter Bogt & Scapens, 2012). Take China as an example, some 
colleges unilaterally pursue performance and use one-size-fits-all quantitative methods to 
evaluate teachers. The number of SCI papers, citation times, highly cited papers, and 
impact factors become the core indicators for teachers’ academic and professional title 
evaluation. On the one hand, teachers’ pressure keeps rising, and job burnout appears 
(Zheng, Chen & Yang, 2021). On the other hand, teachers publish papers and textbooks 
crazily to complete the task performance and even take the number of published SCI 
papers, papers with high impact factor, and papers with high citation as the fundamental 
goal (Ministry of Education, China, 2012).  
 Since performance appraisal is required in higher education, many scholars have 
researched performance appraisal-related issues in universities. These studies focus on the 
construction of teacher performance appraisal system, teacher performance appraisal, and 
evaluation methods (Xie, Wang & Hu, 2019). However, there is not much research on the 
performance appraisal of university teachers. There is a gap in research on the 
relationship between performance pressure (PP), workplace anxiety (WA), emotional 
exhaustion (EE), teachers’ teaching performance (TP) and research performance (RP), as 
well as its mechanism. It is necessary to understand further why colleges “do not please 
painfully [in Chinese expression]” difficulties and make teachers feel “stressed out.” It 
helps universities improve the quality of teachers’ performance appraisal and teachers’ 
work performance. This study focused on the impact of performance pressure and 
performance-related pay size on teachers’ task performance [teaching and research 
performance/ job performance], emotional exhaustion, and psychology [workplace 
anxiety] to understand comprehensively the impact of performance requirements and 
material incentives on employees’ task performance. 
 Performance pressure is the subjective perception that employees must improve 
performance to avoid adverse consequences (Mitchell, Baer, Ambrose, Folger & Palmer, 
2018). It is a disturbing perception of the need for high performance arising from a solid 
commitment to goals and the availability of goals (Eisenberger & Aselage, 2009). When 
individuals perceive their performance lags behind, the pressure on expected performance 
will increase (Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 1996). Such pressure may motivate employees to 
act proactively and produce better job performance and cause employees to react 
negatively; such pressure also negatively affects job performance (Zhang, Nie & Wang, 
2020). 
 Goal-setting theory and the Job Demands-Resources Model provide a robust 
framework to explain performance pressure’s “double-edged sword” effect. The theory of 
goal setting holds that goal setting has a positive effect on job performance (Locke, Saari, 
Shaw & Latham, 1981). When individuals have a strong focus on goals and knowledge 
and the ability to achieve goals, goal setting is directly proportional to job performance 
(Locke & Latham, 2006). According to the Job Demands-Resources Model (JD-R), job 
requirements, namely the physical or psychological efforts required in work, will lead to 
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physical and mental consumption (Qi & Wu, 2018a) as well as emotional exhaustion. In 
comparison, job resources are those factors that can reduce the physical and 
psychological costs of work requirements (Ma, Zhang & Yang, 2020). They can stimulate 
employees’ work motivation and promote work efficiency (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 
Therefore, this study proposes that performance stress can promote the job performance 
of university teachers but also cause their workplace anxiety and job burnout, thus 
reducing their job performance. 
 Performance-related pay mainly reflects employees’ performance and contribution 
(Ma & Shan, 2013). Many universities use part of the salary as incentive performance-
related pay. It is a resource for those who can get above-average performance-related pay. 
For those who expect performance-related pay to be less than their paid off, it is 
considered a “demand.” Therefore, the researchers have an assumption that performance-
related pay size will strengthen the impact of performance stress on work anxiety, 
emotional exhaustion, and job burnout. It can also strengthen the impact of performance 
stress on job performance. The greater the performance-related pay size, the more 
significant the impact of performance pressure on workplace anxiety, emotional 
exhaustion, and job performance. 
 To sum up, the main contribution of this study lies in two aspects. First, based on the 
goal-setting theory and the Job Demands-Resources Model, university teachers' job 
performance, workplace anxiety, and emotional exhaustion are introduced simultaneously 
to explain the "double-edged sword" effect of performance pressure on employees' work 
performance (Gardner, 2012). Second, this study views that pay-for-performance size will 
affect the relationship of performance pressure on job performance, workplace anxiety, 
and emotional exhaustion. The researchers were to construct a mediation model to 
analyze the influence of performance pressure on employees' performance mechanism 
and boundary conditions to enrich the university teachers' performance appraisal theory 
and help to enhance university management. 

2.Theoretical Basis and Research Hypothesis 
 2.1 Theoretical Basis 
 2.1.1 Goal Setting Theory 
 The goal-setting theory was proposed by Locke in 1968， which is an essential 
theory in the field of organizational behavior research (Miner, 2003). This theory reveals 
the relationship between conscious performance goals and task performance levels (Li & 
Zhang, 2006) and assumes that motivated employees in an organization will focus or 
mobilize their attention toward the goal until it is finally achieved (Jeffrey, 2017). Goal 
setting has a positive effect on job performance (Locke, Saari, Shaw & Latham, 1981). 
When individuals have a strong focus on goals and knowledge and the ability to achieve 
goals, goal setting is directly proportional to job performance (Locke & Latham, 2006). 
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 2.1.2 Job Demands-Resources Model 
 The Job Demands-Resources Model (JD-R) is a theoretical framework for studying 
job characteristics and individual work stress and emotional exhaustion. It has been 
widely used to predict emotional exhaustion (Bakker, Veldhoven & Xanthopoulou, 2010). 
The model classifies various job characteristics into job demands and job resources. Job 
demands refer to the factors of physical or psychological efforts that need to be paid 
during work; they relate to physical and mental consumption (Qi & Wu, 2018b). Work 
resources are factors that can reduce the physical and psychological costs of work 
requirements and promote individual learning, development, and growth, such as 
organizational support, job control, and career opportunities (Ma, Zhang & Yang, 2020). 
Many studies have shown that there are two pathways in the JD-R model: the process of 
health impairment and the process of motivation stimulation. Job demands are the main 
predictor of health impairment. Long-term and intense job demands will lead to health 
impairment and emotional exhaustion. Adequate work resources can serve as a 
motivational potential to promote work engagement while alleviating emotional 
exhaustion (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 

 2.2 Research Hypothesis  
 2.2.1 Performance Pressure and Workplace Anxiety 
 According to the Job Demands-Resources Model, job requirements relate to 
employees’ physical and mental consumption (Qi & Wu, 2018a). Many universities 
usually carry out teachers’ performance appraisals once a year in China. Performance 
pressure is a common and persistent source of pressure on teachers. Task performance is a 
job requirement for teachers. Inadequate performance may mean that they will be 
“punished” by the organizational system. At the same time, they may feel that their status 
in the organization has declined. They could be despised or rejected by the organization 
(Mitchell, Baer, Ambrose, Folger & Palmer, 2018). Workplace anxiety is a unique 
manifestation of anxiety in the workplace, usually accompanied by pressure or specific 
tasks. Li, Wang, Zhu & Zhan (2018) found that performance pressure influences 
employees’ pro-organizational non-ethical behaviors through workplace anxiety. Based 
on the above understanding, this study proposes: 

Hypothesis 1:  Performance pressure positively affects workplace anxiety. 

 2.2.2 Performance Pressure and Emotional Exhaustion 
 Emotional exhaustion is one of the three critical components of job burnout (Leiter, 
1991), which is a response to stress (Fullerton, 1983), and a state of mental exhaustion 
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Studies have shown that work overload, lack of job autonomy, 
and low social support can lead to emotional exhaustion and negative emotions (Enzmann, 
Schaufeli, Janssen & Rozeman, 1998). According to the Job Demands-Resources Model 
(Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001), emotional exhaustion occurs when a job 
relates to highly demanding, but with limited work resources (Demerouti et al., 2001). 
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Excessive work requirements will lead to excessive consumption of employees’ physical and 
mental resources and even harm health. Insufficient work resources will damage employees’ 
work motivation, cause cynicism at work, and reduce out-of-role performance (Bakker, 
Demerouti & Verbeke, 2004). Based on the above understanding, this study proposes: 

Hypothesis 2:  Performance pressure positively affects emotional exhaustion. 

2.2.3 Performance Pressure and Job Performance 
In the teachers’ performance appraisal, universities usually formulate corresponding 

performance objectives and tasks according to teachers’ ranks and positions. According to 
the goal-setting theory, goal setting positively affects job performance (Eisenberger & 
Aselage, 2009). Research shows that individuals will continuously monitor their progress 
in pursuing desired goals, and performance pressure will increase when they perceive 
their performance lags (Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 1996). The more significant the gap 
between actual and target performance, the more likely performance pressure will occur 
(Chen & Yang, 2017). Such pressure will motivate individuals to adopt more professional 
knowledge and skills and focus on the current task, thus generating greater internal 
motivation and creativity for work (Eisenberger & Aselage, 2009). Based on the above 
understanding, this study proposes: 
 Hypothesis 3:  Performance pressure positively affects teaching performance. 
 Hypothesis 4:  Performance pressure positively impacts research performance. 

 2.2.4 Workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion 
 Anxiety is a signal that indicates the detection of danger and the perception of a 
threat to survival, which is usually accompanied by a threat (Muris, Luermans, 
Merckelbach & Mayer, 2000). Workplace anxiety is a unique manifestation of anxiety in 
the workplace, usually accompanied by pressure or specific tasks. Employees' workplace 
anxiety can make them lose their work enthusiasm and reduce their job satisfaction (Xu 
& Li, 2019), which may cause emotional exhaustion. Allen, Herst, Bruck & Sutton (2000) 
found that workplace anxiety caused by work-family conflict seriously affects employees' 
job satisfaction. Green, Wu, Whitten & Medlin (2006) found that after a financial crisis 
and economic recession, employees would feel anxious about work and life and have 
lower job satisfaction and job engagement. They are more likely to have work deviation 
behaviors, such as dismission and absenteeism. Gao et al. (2022) found that occupational 
stress positively correlates with anxiety, and anxiety positively collects emotional 
exhaustion. Based on the above understanding, this study proposes: 

Hypothesis 5:  Workplace anxiety positively affects emotional exhaustion. 

 2.2.5 Emotional Exhaustion and Job Performance 
Motivation has a guiding effect on people's behavior. It can encourage employees to 

devote themselves to work with enthusiasm. Job motivation positively promotes job 
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performance, while occupational stress reduces job performance (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007). As a state of one's mental exhaustion (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), emotional 
exhaustion generates a chronic tiredness and cynical, negative attitude (Maslach, 
Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001). Emotional exhaustion negatively correlates with job 
performance (Taris, 2006). Employees with a high degree of emotional exhaustion are 
difficult to complete tasks with the whole spirit. Based on the above understanding, this 
study proposes: 

Hypothesis 6:  Emotional exhaustion negatively affects teaching performance. 
Hypothesis 7:  Emotional exhaustion negatively affects research performance. 

2.2.6 The Mediating Role of Workplace Anxiety and Emotional Exhaustion 
From the above analysis, the performance pressure of university teachers affects 

their work performance. Performance stress positively affects workplace anxiety and 
emotional exhaustion, and emotional exhaustion negatively correlates with job 
performance (Taris, 2006); too much stress can affect work productivity (Latthasaksiri, 
2021). This research proposes the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 8: Workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion relates to 
performance pressure and teaching performance. 

Hypothesis 9:  Workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion relates to 
performance pressure and research performance. 

    2.2.7 Moderating Effect of Performance-Related Pay Size 
Performance-related pay is performance-oriented variable pay (Gerhart, Rynes & 

Fulmer, 2009), which has attracted much attention in management research and practice 
due to its ability to link employee performance with salary (Zu et al., 2010). Many studies 
have shown that performance-based pay is an effective tool for improving employee 
performance. It has a positive incentive effect on employees and forms a compelling 
incentive for their work efforts (Chen & Shen, 2018). However, performance-related pay 
does not always improve employee performance (Bowman, 2010), for it may also lead to 
vicious competition among employees. Widening the income gap may lead to unfairness, 
frustration, and a low sense of achievement (Green & Heywood, 2008) and increase work 
pressure and job burnout (Godard, 2001). Eisenberger & Aselage (2009) proved that 
employees' expectation of bonuses brought by high performance is positively correlated 
with performance pressure and correspondingly with employees' interest in work. The 
performance bonus for college students increases their performance pressure and affects 
their inner interest and creativity by performance pressure. In the relationship between 
performance pressure and job performance, if the performance-related pay increases, 
employees are more likely to work harder to meet the performance requirements. In other 
words, performance-related pay will strengthen the impact of performance pressure on 
job performance. Therefore, this research proposes: 
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Hypothesis 10: Performance-related pay size has an effect on the relationship 
between performance pressure and teaching performance. 

Hypothesis 11: Performance-related pay size has an effect on the relationship 
between performance pressure and research performance. 

3. Research Design and Variable Measurement 
     3.1 Model Construction 

 Based on the above analysis of the effect of performance pressure, the researchers 
considered the advantages of the PLS-SEM model in dealing with variable measurement 
errors and its ability to predict more complex models. It is appropriate in exploratory and 
explanatory studies (Zhang, Jiang & Zhou, 2016). According to the goal-setting theory 
and Job Demands-Resources Model (Lin, Xie, Wang & Wei, 2016), as well as the current 
research results and Partial Least Square (PLS) SEM model research method, the 
researchers constructed a research model (Figure 1). The purpose is to investigate further 
the relationship between performance pressure and workplace anxiety, emotional 
exhaustion, teaching and research performance, and its mechanism. 

Figure 1: Research Model  

 
    3.2 Sampling and Data Collection 

Public undergraduate universities of Sichuan were selected as the sampling 
university because Sichuan is a central province in education on the country’s fifth 
educational scale (Zhu, 2019). There are 39 public undergraduate universities in Sichuan 
Province (Liu, 2018a). Over ten years, universities in Sichuan Province have 
implemented the performance-related pay system and conducted standardized employee 
performance appraisals since October 1, 2010. Sichuan Province's university faculty, as 
the research object of performance appraisal, represent the national higher education 
system for desirable characteristics of performance appraisal at the higher education 
level. 
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       As for the population of this research--the full-time instructors engaged in teaching 
and research work. The researchers obtained the number of full-time teachers from the 
official websites of relevant universities. In addition to 7 universities, the profiles of the 
other 29 universities show the number of full-time teachers. Since the number of full-time 
teachers has been kept organizationally confidential, and the number of full-time staff is 
relatively stable, the researchers adopted the data of the number of full-time teachers in 
each university in Sichuan province published in 2018 for these 7 universities. To date, 
there are 47,086 full-time teachers in public universities in Sichuan Province (Liu, 
2018b). According to the calculation formula of Krejcie & Morgan (1970), when the 
desired confidence level is 0.95 and the confidence interval is 0.05, the required sample 
size is 384. Considering that it would not be possible to recover 100%, the researchers 
distributed the questionnaires up to 150% of the required sample size.  It should be noted 
that the research object or the faculty were appraised last year. The researchers used one 
initial criterion for their participation in the study: willingness to respond to the 
questionnaire with their true feeling about the appraisal system. 

In this research, 39 public universities in Sichuan province were divided into double-
first-class universities and ordinary universities by a stratified sampling method. 
According to experts' consultation, two double first-class universities and seven ordinary 
universities were selected to carry out the investigation. The online survey was used for 
convenience flexibility in data collection. This type of survey is conducive to access to 
samples with different backgrounds at a lower cost, and reduces data input errors (Chen 
& Shen, 2018). The researchers distributed 65 to 70 questionnaires to each university 
through an online platform. A total of 600 questionnaires were distributed; 410 
questionnaires were recovered and screened as valid at 407. The sample distribution is 
shown in Table 1. 

Table 1:  Sample Distribution Frequency 

Variables           Items Frequency Percentage

Gender
Men 216 53.07

Women 191 46.93

Age

Under the age of 34 111 27.27

35 and 44 173 42.51

45 to 54  90 22.11
      More than 55  33   8.11  

Education  
background

Undergraduate and below  61 14.99

Master 208 51.11

PhD and above 138 33.91

Working 

Within five years, 102 25.06

6-10 years  74 18.18
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3.2 Measuring Tools    
The variables involved in this research include performance pressure, workplace 

anxiety, emotional exhaustion, teaching performance, research performance, and 
performance-related pay size. The scale design is based on the existing mature scale. In 
order to better suit this research, some items were modified through expert discussion. 
According to the research content, the researchers selected the performance pressure scale 
developed by Mitchell et al. (2018), and slightly adjusted it. The Workplace Anxiety 
Scale was the one developed by McCarthy, Trougakos & Cheng (2016). Job performance 
was measured by the scale developed in 2005 by Hu & Mo (2005) specifically for the 
work of college teachers. The Likert seven-level scale was used for all variables, from 1 
to 7 indicating "completely inconsistent" to "completely consistent," respectively. After 
the practice of Du（2009), the performance-related pay size was measured by one 
question: "What is the proportion of your performance-related pay in your total income 
last year?" Please choose one option according to the following criteria: (1) 0-5%, (2) 
6-15%, (3) 16-30%, (4) 31-50%, (5) 51-69%, and (6) more than 70%. (See Appendix 2 
for the measurement items.) 

4. Data Statistics and Analysis 
     4.1 Control and Test of Common Method Deviation 

 In order to avoid common method deviation, all responses to the questionnaire in 
this study were filled in anonymously (Zhou & Long, 2004). In statistics, this research 
adopted Harman's one-factor method to test common method deviation. The variance 
contribution of the first principal component was 31.367%, indicating that there was no 
serious common method bias in the questionnaire data. 

Working 
age 11 to 15 years  65 15.97

16-20 years  66 16.22

21 years or above 100 24.57

Title

Teaching Assistants and 
below

66 16.22

Lecturer 169 41.52

Associate professor 124 30.47

Professor 48 11.79

Performanc
e-related 
pay size 

0-5% 56 13.76

6% - 15%. 66 16.22

16% - 30%. 102 25.06

31% - 50%. 89 21.87

51-69% 45 11.06

More than 70% 49 12.04
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     4.2 Scale Reliability and Validity Test 

 Since all scales in this study were mature scales, confirmatory analysis was used to 
test their reliability and validity. 

 First, the researchers adopted the suggestion of Chen & Shen (2018) that the scale's 
reliability was measured by the internal consistency of the items by testing the Composite 
Reliability and Cronbach's Alpha (α) coefficient. The Cronbach coefficients of the five 
latent scales were all above 0.86, and the combined reliability was higher than the base 
value of 0.70. The factor loadings of all items were above 0.7. The scale had good 
reliability. Specific indicators are shown in Table 2. 
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 The main indexes of the questionnaire validity are convergence validity and 
discriminative validity. The Average Variance Extracted amount (AVE) must be greater 

Table 2:  Reliability Index of the Scale 

Variables  Cronbach's Alpha 
(α)

Combination 
Reliability 

(C.R)
 Factor Loading Items

PP 0.86 0.90

0.83 PP1

0.88 PP2

0.89 PP3

0.74 PP4

WA 0.94 0.95

0.78 WA1

0.84 WA2

0.88 WA3

0.83 WA4

0.85 WA5

0.79 WA6

0.86 WA7

0.85 WA8

EE 0.94 0.95

0.88 EE1

0.92 EE2

0.90 EE3

0.91 EE4

0.89 EE5

TP 0.91 0.93

0.73 JP8

0.87 JP9

0.92 JP10

0.91 JP11

0.83 JP12

RP 0.92 0.94

0.85 JP13

0.83 JP14

0.90 JP15

0.87 JP16

0.80 JP17

0.82 JP18
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than 0.5. The square root of the AVE value must be greater than the correlation 
coefficients of other latent variables (Peng & Lai, 2012). In this research, the average 
extraction variation (AVE) of the five scales were 0.697, 0.702, 0.717, 0.728, and 0.806, 
respectively, which were all higher than the baseline value of 0.50. The square roots of 
AVE were all greater than the correlation coefficients between latent variables, indicating 
that the scale had good discriminative validity. See Table 3 for specific data. 

Note: The elements on the diagonal represent the square root of AVE and the other elements 
 represent the correlation coefficients between latent variables. 

 The variable cross load table was also constructed in this study. The load values of all 
28 item loadings in the set latent variables were higher than those in other latent variables 
(see Appendix 1 for the table of item loadings and cross loadings), which further proved 
that the scale had good convergence validity and discriminative validity (Gefen, Straub & 
Boudreau, 2000). 

      4.3 Variable Description Statistical Analysis 
      The variable description statistical analysis is shown in Table 4 below. 

 Statistically speaking, the self-rated performance pressure, workplace anxiety, and 
teachers' emotional exhaustion in public universities in China are all higher than the 

Table 3: Correlation Matrix of Latent Variables and Square Root of AVE 

WA PP RP TP EE

WA 0.835

PP 0.702 0.838

RP 0.098 0.1 0.847

TP 0.133 0.211 0.462 0.853

EE 0.493 0.473 0.013 0.075 0.898

Table 4:  Variable Description Statistical Analysis 

Variables Samples Minimum 
value

Maximum 
value Mean Standard 

deviation

PP 407 1 7 4.62 1.11

WA 407 1 7 4.43 1.22

EE 407 1 7 4.18 1.24

TP 407 1 7 5.12 0.96

RP 407 1 7 4.23 1.13
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median of 4, and the mean value of performance pressure is the highest, reaching 4.62. 
Teachers' self-rated teaching performance is much higher than scientific research 
performance, and the standard deviation is rather small. 

 4.4 Evaluation of Prediction Ability of the Model 
 In the PlS-SEM model evaluation, the explainable variation (R2) of the endogenous 
structure was used to represent the explanatory degree of the independent variable of the 
current model to the dependent variable variation, the Stone-Geisser’s Q2 was used to 
represent the prediction correlation of the model, and the calculated goodness of fit is 
used to characterize the relationship between the quality of all measurement models and 
the quality of all structural models (Lin, Xie, Wang & Wei, 2016), where GoFsmall = 0.1, 
GoFmedium = 0.25, and GoFlarge = 0.36 (Tenenhaus, Esposito Vinzi, Chatelin & Lauro, 
2005). In this research, the calculated goodness of fit (GoF) value is 0.386, indicating that 
the model has high goodness of fit (Wetzels, Odekerken-Schroder & Van Oppen, 2009).  
Relevant indicators are shown in Table 5.  

Table 5:  Index Data of Model Prediction Ability Evaluation 

Note*: In the model of this study, PP is the independent variable and PRP is the regulating 
      variable. They're all exogenous variables without R2. 

4.5 Hypothesis Verification 
 In this study, Smart-PLS bootstrapping calculation was used to verify the research 
hypotheses. The results are shown in Table 6. 

Table 6:  Hypothesis Testing Results of the Model 

Variable R² Communality

WA 0.493 0.609

 PP* 0.501

PRP* 1

RP 0.023 0.597

TP 0.103 0.591

EE 0.275 0.697

Hypotheses The paths Path 
coefficient T

Confidence 
interval Results

0.025 0.975

Hypothesis 1: 
Performance pressure 
positively affects 
workplace anxiety.

PP -> WA 0.702 19.739 0.633 0.772 Support
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Hypothesis 2: 
Performance pressure 
positively affects 
emotional exhaustion

PP -> EE 0.249 2.864 0.067 0.406 Support

Hypothesis 3: 
Performance pressure 
positively affects 
teaching performance.

PP -> TP 0.306 5.329 0.194 0.419 Support

Hypothesis 4: 
Performance pressure 
positively impacts 
research performance.

PP -> RP 0.125 1.412 0.082 0.258 Does not 
support

Hypothesis 5: 
Workplace anxiety 
positively affects 
emotional exhaustion.

WA -> EE 0.318 3.843 0.159 0.486 Support

H6: Emotional 
exhaustion negatively 
affects teaching 
performance.

EE -> TP 0.225 3.497 0.351 0.094 Support

H7 Emotional 
exhaustion negatively 
affects research 
performance.

EE -> RP 0.038 0.421 0.189 0.157 Does not 
support

H8: Workplace anxiety 
and emotional 
exhaustion relate to 
performance pressure 
and teaching 
performance

PP -> WA -> 
EE -> TP 0.05 2.601 0.094 0.018 Support

H9: Workplace anxiety 
and emotional 
exhaustion relate to 
performance pressure 
and research 
performance.

PP -> WA -> 
EE -> RP 0.008 0.394 0.046 0.041 Does not 

support

H10: Performance-
related pay has an effect 
on the relationship 
between performance 
pressure and teaching 
performance.

Moderating 
effect 1 -> 

TP
0.064 1.929 0.041 0.119 Does not 

support

Hypotheses The paths Path 
coefficient T

Confidence 
interval Results

0.025 0.975
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5. Research Conclusions and Discussion 
Based on the goal-setting theory and job demand-resource model, the researchers 

adopted smart-PLS3.3 to analyze the survey data of 407 university teachers by 
introducing workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion as mediating variables and 
performance-related pay size as moderating variables. The research finds that the 
influence of performance pressure on teaching performance is significantly negatively 
and indirectly influenced by teachers' workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion. In 
other words, performance pressure can promote teachers' teaching performance and 
trigger teachers' workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion, which can offset the 
positive promoting effect of performance pressure on teaching performance to a certain 
extent. Performance-related pay size has no significant moderating effect on the 
relationship between performance pressure, teaching performance, and workplace 
anxiety. These conclusions partly support the original idea of this research. 

 5.1 Performance pressure positively impacts university teachers' workplace anxiety, 
emotional exhaustion, and teaching performance but has no predictive effect on research 
performance. Performance pressure is one of the characteristics of performance appraisal 
and is also a typical concern of teachers with performance appraisal in universities. 
Exploring its influence on teaching and research performance will not only help to deepen 
the theory of performance appraisal further but also help to improve the practice of 
performance appraisal in universities. This research found that performance pressure 
positively affects teaching performance, workplace anxiety, and emotional exhaustion of 
university teachers. This conclusion supports previous research results that performance 
pressure can improve employee task performance (Bu, 2013). However, it can also lead to 
workplace anxiety (Li, Wang, Zhu & Zhan, 2018) and emotional exhaustion (Jia & Lin, 
2013; McCarthy et al., 2016). Regarding this "double-edged sword" effect, Mitchell, 
Greenbaum, Vogel, Mawritz & Keating (2019) proposed that performance pressure is a 
dynamic work pressure source. Individuals' different evaluations of pressure sources will 
produce different coping styles. Suppose performance pressure is evaluated as a 
challenge, individuals tend to focus on the potential positive results of high performance, 
such as promotion and salary increases. Such a focus will trigger individuals to turn their 

H11: Performance-
related pay has an effect 
on the relationship 
between performance 
pressure and research 
performance.

Regulatory 
effect 2 -> 

RP
0.05 0.846 0.123 0.096 Does not 

support

Hypotheses The paths Path 
coefficient T

Confidence 
interval Results

0.025 0.975
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attention to the opportunity to complete tasks more effectively and efficiently, stimulate 
exploration and learning, and promote work performance. However, when performance 
pressure is evaluated as a threat, individuals tend to focus on the difficulty of improving 
performance and the possible negative consequences while trying to meet performance 
requirements. The threat consumes individual self-resources and ultimately leads to 
individual negative behaviors. 
 As for why performance pressure can affect the teaching performance of university 
teachers but has no predictive effect on the research performance, the researchers this 
study considered that scientific research has its own academic standing for teachers' 
ability, quality, and technical level. According to the goal-setting theory, goal-setting does 
not necessarily improve the employees' work performance. Only when individuals 
strongly focus on goals and have the knowledge and the ability to achieve the goals. 
Goal-setting is directly proportional to performance (Locke & Latham, 2006). At present, 
the scientific research ability of some Chinese university teachers still needs 
improvement. At the same time, scientific research requires more innovation and 
cooperation, while performance pressure has been proved to have a destructive effect on 
colleague relationships in organizations and evaluative performance appraisal negatively 
affects employees' innovation performance (Qiu, 2016). 

 5.2 Workplace anxiety positively affects emotional exhaustion and negatively 
affects teaching performance but has no significant predictive effect on research 
performance. Workplace anxiety is often accompanied by emotional exhaustion, which 
leads to problems, such as job dissatisfaction and absenteeism (Xu & Li, 2019). 
Numerous studies have shown that workplace anxiety can harm employee performance, 
but there is no consensus on this conclusion. Zhang, Powell & Bonaccio (2021) found 
that the correlation between employee anxiety and job performance was close to zero in 
interview responses. The correlation between workplace anxiety and job performance in 
assessment was also close to zero. That is, anxious employees performed as well as their 
less anxious colleagues. In this research, the influence of workplace anxiety on university 
teachers' job performance was further detailed in that workplace anxiety has a significant 
negative effect on teaching performance. However, the prediction effect on scientific 
research performance was not significant. This could stem from the subjects’ reported 
performance on research work significantly lower than teaching performance, which was 
consistent with the characteristics of teachers' performance in Chinese universities. The 
result indicated that universities have been under tremendous pressure on the performance 
of teachers' scientific research work (Li & Li, 2019). In this context, no matter whether 
they were anxious or exhausted, teachers perceived their research performance as not 
high enough, and the survey revealed no significant effect of other factors on research 
performance. 
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 5.3 Workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion have suppressing effects on the 
relationship between performance pressure and teaching performance. This study found 
that performance pressure positively impacts the teaching performance of university 
teachers, and the path coefficient is 0.306. Performance pressure significantly influences 
teaching performance through workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion, but the path 
coefficient is -0.05. That indicates that in the path of performance pressure— workplace 
anxiety— emotional exhaustion — teaching performance, workplace anxiety, and 
emotional exhaustion have a covering effect on the impact of performance pressure on 
teaching performance (Wen & Ye, 2014). On the one hand, the existence of the 
"suppressing effects " of workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion proves an indirect 
mechanism in that performance pressure influences teaching performance through 
workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion. This finding responds to the study by 
McCarthy, Trougakos & Cheng (2016) that found emotional exhaustion mediating the 
relationship between workplace anxiety and job performance. It also indicates that there 
are mediating variables with greater effects between performance pressure and teaching 
work performance. There are mediating mechanisms with greater effects that have not 
been included in this research, and the issues need further investigation. These would 
provide a reference for setting goal performance tasks and teacher development support 
for university teachers. 

 5.4 Performance-related pay has no significant moderating effect on the 
relationship between performance pressure, teaching work performance, and research 
performance. In this research, the influence of performance-related pay is different from 
that reported in the previous studies. To the researchers, there could be two possible 
reasons. The research object of this study was the teachers in universities where the 
knowledge workers pay more attention to mental health and self-value realization ways of 
incentive. They pay little attention to material incentives (Song & Li, 2021). Their 
intrinsic motivation and interest tend to influence their work enthusiasm in the job. In 
addition, the research samples are all from Chinese universities of which the 
performance-related pay size remains roughly the same. 

6. Closing Points and Suggestions 
 This research explored the impact of performance pressure on the teaching and 
research task performance of university teachers. Empirical data were collected to verify 
different impacts of performance pressure on teaching and research performance. The 
results revealed the negative impact of performance pressure on teachers’ task 
performance through workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion. However, the effect of 
performance-related pay size was indistinctive in the relationship between performance 
pressure and university teachers’ task performance and workplace anxiety. It was 
expected that the obtained findings would enrich the research on the influence mechanism 
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of performance pressure in universities with implications for the current performance 
management practice. 
 Based on the research findings, the researchers would like to suggest the following: 
 First, it is necessary to reasonably make performance assessment indicators and 
control the performance pressure level. The workload and quality requirements of 
teaching and scientific research should be reasonably determined according to the nature 
of the school, the development goals, the teachers’ ability, and the characteristics of 
disciplines and specialties. It is also necessary to strengthen training to improve teachers’ 
scientific research ability and their overall working performance. 
 Secondly, it is necessary to identify and monitor performance pressure sources. As far 
as possible, universities need to assign teachers in their proper position and let them 
"make the best." It is not appropriate to "kidnap" teachers to participate in all kinds of 
work, resulting in the "no effort to please [in Chinese expression]" phenomenon—
meaning using a lot of energy for a little result, and the negative effects of workplace 
anxiety and emotional exhaustion.  
 Thirdly, it is necessary to care about teachers’ mental health status. Universities need 
to evaluate teachers’ occupational stress levels and investigate their mental health status 
from time to time. Furthermore, provision of counseling and consultation can help 
prevent teachers’ health damage caused by workplace anxiety and emotional exhaustion.  
 Finally, authorities concerned need to scientifically understand performance appraisal 
and performance management as two separate entities. Importantly, performance-related 
pay should not be treated as the only incentive. 
 There are also some limitations in this research. First of all, the researchers 
investigated only the mediating role of workplace anxiety and job burnout in the 
relationship between performance pressure and teachers' job performance, but did not 
include the influence of different performance pressure levels. Besides, the reasonable 
extent of performance pressure still needs to be further verified. Secondly, the research 
samples were taken from only nine of 39 public universities in Sichuan Province of 
China.  Future research could include more types of colleges, and if possible cross-
cultural aspects of university staff performance appraisal systems. Such investigation 
could generate findings in support of the performance appraisal theory.  Thirdly, 
individual personality traits could have a particular impact on work anxiety and burnout
—the issue not included in this research. Specific relevant variables should be 
investigated for a conclusive picture of the impact of performance pressure and 
personality traits on anxiety and burnout to benefit decision- makers in the areas of 
performance appraisal and related issues.   
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9. Appendix 1 
Project Load and Cross Load Table

WA PP PRP RP TP EE

JP8 0.135 0.107 0.015 0.342 0.725 0.08

JP9 0.132 0.199 0.009 0.286 0.866 0.062

JP10 0.096 0.183 0.08 0.377 0.918 0.084

JP11 0.118 0.211 0.057 0.422 0.91 0.055
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10. Appendix 2 

Data Collection Tools and Measurement Items 

JP12 0.098 0.179 0.025 0.554 0.831 0.045

JP13 0.114 0.15 0.048 0.85 0.488 0.011

JP14 0.061 0.091 0.001 0.826 0.51 0.06

JP15 0.075 0.094 0.054 0.903 0.383 0.024

JP16 0.114 0.046 0.015 0.874 0.285 0.033

JP17 0.061 0.051 0.018 0.804 0.317 0.008

JP18 0.053 0.017 0.008 0.82 0.281 0.066

EE1 0.398 0.436 0.014 0.004 0.017 0.875

EE2 0.394 0.385 0.079 0.008 0.103 0.915

EE3 0.465 0.407 0.023 0.016 0.096 0.9

EE4 0.473 0.445 0.017 0.003 0.017 0.908

EE5 0.474 0.444 0.038 0.037 0.101 0.892

PP1 0.518 0.828 0.002 0.052 0.2 0.452

PP2 0.667 0.882 0.052 0.124 0.169 0.423

PP3 0.661 0.892 0.014 0.039 0.153 0.445

PP4 0.48 0.739 0.04 0.132 0.199 0.232

WA1 0.78 0.632 0.006 0.147 0.094 0.358

WA2 0.837 0.511 0.074 0.03 0.054 0.353

WA3 0.882 0.632 0.029 0.066 0.111 0.405

WA4 0.829 0.642 0.082 0.057 0.141 0.428

WA5 0.851 0.614 0.098 0.093 0.094 0.485

WA6 0.792 0.518 0.047 0.055 0.161 0.381

WA7 0.858 0.56 0.025 0.106 0.133 0.408

WA8 0.846 0.557 0.044 0.091 0.096 0.46

Note: The loads corresponding to latent variables are marked in bold.

Variables Items Source or 
basis

PP

The pressures for performance in my workplace have been high.

Mitchell et 
al. (2018)

I feel that if I don’t produce at high levels, my job will be at risk.

I feel tremendous pressure to produce results.

My workplace has felt like a results-driven environment.
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WA

I am overwhelmed by thoughts of doing poorly at work. 

McCarthy, 
Trougakos, 
& Cheng 

(2016)

I’m worried that my work performance will be lower than that of 
others at work. 

I feel nervous and apprehensive about not being able to meet 
performance targets. 

I’m worried about not receiving a positive job performance 
evaluation. 

I often feel anxious that I will not be able to perform my job duties 
in the time allotted. 

I’m worried about whether others consider me to be a good 
employee for the job.

I’m worried that I will not be able to successfully manage the 
demands of my job. 

Even when I try as hard as I can, I still feel worried about whether 
my job performance will be good enough. 

EE 

Work makes me feel exhausted.

Li & Shi 
(2003)

When I get up in the morning and have to face the work of the day, 
I feel very tired.

Working all day is really stressful for me.

Work makes me feel like I'm about to break down.

I felt exhausted by the time I left work.

TP

I always actively use teaching methods that can develop students' 
thinking ability and teach students the skills to distinguish the key 
points of the textbook.

Hu & Mo 
(2005)

I always well prepare for class, and give the students sufficient 
homework and correct them carefully.

I always stake the initiative to enrich the content of the course, with 
a large amount of information of practical connection and 
appropriate examples, using advanced textbooks.

I can fully mobilize the students' enthusiasm for the course 
learning, and the students have strong ability to solve practical 
problems.

I am good at identifying the direction in the new information of the 
subject, and actively carry out the construction of new courses

I take the initiative to carry out scientific research exchange 
activities and often participate in academic conferences at home 
and abroad.

I strive to make the scientific research results have good 
application prospects and can create social wealth and economic 
benefits
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RP
I always actively carry out research work and have a considerable 
number of high-level papers or treatises

I always put a lot of energy into scientific research and won a high 
level reward for my scientific research achievements.

I always take the initiative to take part in social work, have high-
level social part-time jobs, and have social visibility.

I always take the initiative to participate in scientific research 
projects, and the number and level of scientific research projects 
were much higher than the average.

PRP What percentage of your total income is your performance-related 
pay last year? Du (2009)
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