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Modeling the significance of work culture on
burnout, satisfaction, and psychological distress
among the Gen-Z workforce in an emerging
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Human resources are widely recognized as critical factors for promoting sustainable devel-

opment in organizations. However, the evolving workplace landscape and uncertainties pose

significant challenges to Gen Z workers in China, leading to increased psychological distress

and decreased performance. This study investigates the effects of 996 work culture, work

overload, perceived career development opportunities, and perceived pay for performance on

the psychological distress experienced by Chinese Gen Z workers. Using a quantitative and

cross-sectional approach, we obtained 676 responses from Chinese Gen Z workers. We also

utilized partial least squares structural equation modeling to examine and forecast the extent

of the impact of the independent variables. The empirical findings reveal that 996 work

culture and work overload indirectly influence the psychological distress of Gen Z workers in

China via job burnout and job satisfaction; whereas perceived career development oppor-

tunities and perceived pay for performance indirectly influence their psychological distress

via job satisfaction. Our research extends the existing literature by providing insights into the

complex associations between various work-related factors (particularly 996 work culture)

and psychological distress among Gen Z workers in China. Regarding policy implications, this

study emphasizes the significance of considering the mental health of young employees as a

crucial aspect of organizational management and suggests practical measures that organi-

zations can adopt to ensure long-term psychological well-being and workforce engagement.
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Introduction

Human resources are a critical factor for achieving sus-
tainable development in organizations. Without a com-
petent and skilled workforce, companies would struggle to

compete effectively in the existing and emerging markets.
Nevertheless, the human element in organizations poses a chal-
lenge, as employees are susceptible to errors and variations in
performance. Factors, such as emotional state, discomfort, and
discouragement, may contribute to suboptimal job performance
(Tarigan et al., 2022). Employees are increasingly exposed to
multiple work-related demands, long working hours, and high
workloads, placing them at a greater risk of psychological distress
and lower performance levels (Ghawadra et al., 2019). Psycho-
logical distress is an essential marker of psychological health and
manifests as a range of symptoms, ranging from anxiety to
depression and resulting in emotional distress (Ridner, 2004). The
psychological distress of employees and its impact on the pro-
ductivity and cost of enterprises are crucial issues in human
resource management, given that employees with good mental
health tend to experience less stress and anxiety, less sick leave,
higher work efficiency, and higher work engagement (Kunte,
2016). In other words, a healthy workforce can result in increased
productivity, engagement, and efficiency, ultimately benefiting
both employees and the organization.

Gen Z denotes the demographic group that succeeded the
millennial generation, encompassing individuals born between
1995 and 2012 (Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021). The older work-
force, exemplified by generations such as Gen X and Baby
Boomers, possesses more traditional values, such as contributing
to the country and supporting the family, but the younger
workforce (i.e., Gen-Z) emphasizes more worldly values and
embraces self-development as the central motivator for their work
endeavors (Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Chen et al., 2023). Gen Z
workers put more value on unique attributes that can in turn
influence their job satisfaction, such as work-life balance, the
flexibility of work hours (Waworuntu et al., 2022), personal
growth opportunities (Barhate & Dirani, 2022), and compensa-
tion levels (Chen et al., 2023). Recent research has shown that
Gen Z workers are more susceptible to mental health issues than
previous generations (Cohen et al., 2021) and exhibit the highest
levels of psychological distress (Schroth, 2019). Moreover, the
National Mental Health Development Report of China
(2019–2020) indicated that the mental health index of individuals
aged 18–25 years is lower than that of other age groups. Addi-
tionally, according to the Psychological Industry Annual Report
(2021), young individuals are highly susceptible to psychological
problems, with almost 70% experiencing varying degrees of
anxiety. Only 14.87% of young people reported no negative

psychological state, while 42.21% admitted to experiencing more
than mild adverse reactions. In other words, Gen Z workers may
be more prone to psychological problems than workers from
other age groups. Given that China has become the most popu-
lous country worldwide and it has the largest young workforce, it
is crucial to investigate and demonstrate the development of
psychological distress among Chinese Gen Z workers.

Understanding the factors that contribute to psychological
distress is crucial for developing effective preventive strategies
and measures for managers. In contemporary organizations, long
working hours have become increasingly prevalent. The prevail-
ing overtime culture in China, known as the 996 work culture,
and its impact have drawn significant attention from researchers
around the world in recent years. The 996 work culture is widely
adopted among firms in China, where a job mandates a work
schedule from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m., 6 days a week. This means
working 72 h a week, which is much higher than the standard
workweek in most countries, which is usually approximately 40 h.
Previous studies have endorsed 996 work culture as a way to
boost productivity and compete with developed companies (Yang
et al., 2021). However, 996 work culture has also been criticized
for promoting a work-life imbalance and causing health problems
for employees (Wang, 2020; Yang, 2019). There is still no unified
conclusion on whether the advantages outweigh the dis-
advantages of the 996 work culture.

Recently, the 996 work culture has emerged as a prevailing
corporate culture in several Chinese firms, and it is frequently
obligatory for their staff (Xiao et al., 2020). Employees in orga-
nizations that adhere to the 996 work culture often experience
work overload without corresponding incentives, such as satis-
fying perceived career development opportunities or perceived
pay for performance. These conflicts tend to exacerbate the
psychological problems faced by Gen Z workers. Thus, we argue
that such a culture may have detrimental consequences on the
daily psychological well-being of the staff belonging to Gen Z.
Prior research has primarily focused on protecting the rights and
interests of staff in organizations that adopted the 996 work
culture (Wang, 2020; Yang et al., 2021), whereas studies on the
psychological health of employees working under the 996 work
culture are limited. Hence, it remains unclear whether the 996
work culture, along with its associated excess workload and
corresponding incentives, is the main reason for the psychological
distress experienced by Gen Z workers.

To fill these gaps, this study develops a conceptual framework
based on the job demand-resources model (JD-R). Referring to
the JD-R model, job resources are helpful for stimulating positive
work attitudes, thus reducing negative outcomes (e.g., depression
and psychological strain) (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014); conversely,
work-related stressors such as excessive workload can escalate the
risk of burnout, resulting in unfavorable consequences (Schaufeli
et al., 2009). In particular, this study argues that 996 work culture
and work overload are positively related to job burnout, and
subsequently contribute to psychological distress among Gen Z
workers. Furthermore, we predict that perceived career develop-
ment opportunities and perceived pay for performance would be
positively influenced by job satisfaction, while job satisfaction
would be negatively associated with psychological distress. The
proposed model is illustrated in Fig. 1.

Accordingly, this study makes several contributions to the
existing literature. First, it extends the growing body of literature
on JD-R theory, which highlights the need to balance job
demands and resources to reduce employee burnout and distress
by examining the relationships of the 996 work culture and work
overload with job burnout and psychological distress among Gen
Z workers. Second, it amplifies the existing literature on 996 work

Fig. 1 Research framework. All associations that were hypothesized and
tested are displayed in Fig. 1.
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culture by showing its negative impact on employee well-being.
The findings of this study underscore the importance of addres-
sing 996 work culture in organizations to promote employee
mental health. Additionally, this study highlights the positive
impact of perceived career development opportunities and per-
ceived pay for performance on job satisfaction, thus contributing
to the literature on work motivation and job satisfaction.

Literature review
Theory foundation. The JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001) has
gained widespread recognition among researchers as it helps
comprehend specific workplace features that can lead to positive
or negative organizational results. This model identifies two dis-
tinct variables in any job setting: job demands and resources
(Bakker et al., 2003). Job resources are the physical, social, or
organizational assets that a job provides for individual employees.
On the one hand, job demands refer to the physical, psycholo-
gical, social, and organizational aspects of a job that require
sustained physical, cognitive, or emotional efforts and may lead to
stress (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Thus, given the aforemen-
tioned distressing nature of 996 work culture and work overload,
they can be conceptualized as job demands. On the other hand,
perceived career development opportunities and perceived pay
for performance offered by organizations can be regarded as job
resources, as they are considered any element of a job that can
decrease the demands and/or the associated psychological and
physiological expenses of those demands. A revised version of the
JD-R model by Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) includes burnout and
well-being as mediators in the link between job demands and
negative outcomes (e.g., psychological distress), job resources, and
positive results (e.g., perceived health).

Development of hypotheses
996 work culture. 996 work culture, based on a dominant and
restrictive hierarchy, is a microcosm of the occurrence of overtime
WC in China, and employees are mandated to work for 12 h a day,
6 days a week, which includes working during the 9 a.m.-9 p.m.
period. Given that 996 work culture is a type of job demand,
employees who work under the 996 work regimes need to spend
more continuous physical, cognitive, or emotional effort to
maintain their work performance. The JD-R model postulates that
high job demands necessitate additional influence to attain work
objectives and avoid reduced performance, resulting in physical
and psychological outcomes such as fatigue and irritability
(Schaufeli & Taris, 2014).

Lee and Ashforth (1996) define burnout as a multifaceted
phenomenon involving emotional exhaustion, physical fatigue,
and mental weariness resulting from prolonged exposure to
stress. Sufiyati and Cokki (2021) suggest that burnout can be
caused by several factors, including overtime work and working
on holidays, excessive work pressure to meet deadlines, and
changes in work. The negative effects of overtime work on an
individual’s psychological well-being can be amplified at the
organizational level, where people are inclined to share and reflect
on their negative experiences (Beckers et al., 2008). Therefore, it is
rational to infer that, as a job demand, overtime work can lead to
emotional exhaustion and mental weariness, which are significant
indicators of burnout. Furthermore, overtime work has been
associated with decreased employee satisfaction and productivity.
Job demands, such as long working hours, decrease employees’
job satisfaction (Yeh, 2015). Consistent with this notion, Ko and
Choi (2019) propose that a high level of overtime work required
by a firm may lead to long working hours for employees, which
can result in work fatigue and a subsequent decrease in job
satisfaction. Hence, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H1a: 996 work culture has positive influence on job burnout.
H1b: 996 work culture has negative influence on job satisfaction.

Work overload. Work overload is a circumstance in which
someone has an excessive workload that exceeds their capabilities
and available time (Kimura et al., 2018). Previous studies inves-
tigating employees’ working conditions have shown that a high
workload and work pressure can lead to burnout (Pérez, 2013;
Yeh, 2015). Pratiwi et al. (2019) also suggest that performing too
many tasks in a short time or accepting a job that is too chal-
lenging can lead to physical and mental exhaustion, and ulti-
mately, burnout. These findings are consistent with the JD-R
model, which suggests that job demands, such as work overload,
heavy lifting, interpersonal conflict, and job insecurity, can con-
tribute to burnout (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). Moreover, Gen Z
places great value on work-life balance (Sánchez-Hernández et al.,
2019). In other words, they enjoy free time for themselves; if Gen
Z workers have excessive workload, they tend to experience job
dissatisfaction. Anasi (2020) argues that employers should assign
moderately demanding tasks, as both work overload and under-
load could cause job dissatisfaction. Similarly, Nirel et al. (2008)
suggest that employee dissatisfaction at work is caused by both
work overload and poor health. In line with this, Yeh (2015)
points out that job demands, such as work overload and long
work hours, increase the likelihood of experiencing dissatisfaction
at work. Thus, based on previous findings, the following
hypotheses are proposed:

H2a: Work overload is positively linked to job burnout.
H2b: Work overload is negatively linked to job satisfaction.

Perceived career development opportunity. Perceived career
development opportunity refers to employees’ perceptions of the
availability of work assignments and job opportunities that align
with their career interests and goals within their current organi-
zation (Kraimer et al., 2011). Such opportunities are crucial for
enhancing employee work attitudes and retention and can be
provided within suitable career structures (Duffield et al., 2014).
Employees who receive training for career advancement and
improvement, and who have high levels of perceived career
development opportunity may feel valued and respected (Al
Bastaki et al., 2021). Consistent with the JD-R model, Schaufeli
and Taris (2014) suggest that employees with access to job
resources tend to be more engaged and satisfied at work. More-
over, Coetzee and Bester (2021) opine that career development
opportunities play a significant role in increasing employees’
emotional commitment by fostering feelings of professional
satisfaction and goal achievement. Supporting this statement,
Muleya et al. (2022) observe that employee attitudes and beha-
viors are positively influenced by the presence of perceived career
development opportunities within an organization. Thus, the
following hypothesis is proposed:

H3: Perceived career development opportunity is positively
linked to job satisfaction.

Perceived pay for performance. Pay for performance is char-
acterized as a compensation program that delivers pay based on
outputs (e.g., sales volume) or behavioral evaluations (Gerhart &
Fang, 2015). Prior studies have shown that employees’ perceived
pay for performance affects their attitudes towards work. For
example, Ren et al. (2017) emphasize the necessity of analyzing
the effects of pay against performance on personnels’ workplace
attitudes and find that pay for performance and pay-level satis-
faction are key antecedents of employee attitudes and behaviors.
Furthermore, Ogbonnaya et al. (2017) indicate that performance-
related pay positively influences workers’ attitudes, but part of
this positive impact is offset by work intensification. According to
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Bae (2021), there is a significant positive link between the per-
ceived fairness of performance evaluations and pay satisfaction,
organizational satisfaction, and job satisfaction. Yasin et al. (2020)
argue that job satisfaction is influenced by both intrinsic pre-
dictors (such as career growth and achievement) and extrinsic
factors (such as salary, fringe benefits, and work conditions). A
younger workforce tends to place a higher value on fairness and
justice (Zhu et al., 2015). Therefore, it is plausible that Gen Z
workers’ perceptions of whether their compensation is based on
their performance can affect their work attitudes, especially job
satisfaction. Hence, this study proposes the following hypothesis:

H4: Perceived pay for performance is positively linked to job
satisfaction.

Job burnout. Schaufeli and Taris (2004) present a revised JD-R
model in which high job demands and poor job resources are
built into burnout, which in turn leads to various health issues,
including but not limited to depression, cardiovascular diseases,
and psychosomatic complaints. Additionally, consistent with
research on burnout, there is evidence suggesting that burnout
has a significant negative impact on employees’ physical and
mental health, as well as their overall well-being (West et al.,
2018; Faragher et al., 2005). When there is a significant dis-
parity between objective resources and subjective evaluations in
the workplace, emotional exhaustion is more likely to be exa-
cerbated, ultimately contributing to burnout among employees,
which can affect individuals’ psychological health (Ren et al.,
2022). Furthermore, employees who experience burnout are
more inclined to express job dissatisfaction and contemplate
leaving their jobs (Lu & Gursoy, 2016). According to Matin
et al. (2012), staff experiencing job burnout are less devoted to
their employers, which reduces job satisfaction. The construct
of job satisfaction is influenced by employees’ job-related atti-
tudes and their emotional experiences in the workplace (Politis
et al., 2015). It is plausible that when employees experience
emotional exhaustion, physical fatigue, and mental tiredness at
work, their attitudes towards work and mental status can be
influenced. Based on these findings, the following hypotheses
are proposed:

H5: Job burnout has negative influence on job satisfaction.
H6: Job burnout has positive influence on psychological distress.

Job satisfaction. According to Politis et al. (2015), job satisfaction
measures how content employees are with their jobs; this is a
greatly subjective phenomenon and is, in turn, intricate and
multifaceted. The previous literature has demonstrated that job
satisfaction is not only a consequence of occupational stress but
also a potential precursor to worker health and other organiza-
tional outcomes (Feng et al., 2018). The previous studies suggest
that work satisfaction is a significant factor in several health
outcomes, such as depression, sleep disorders, headaches, and
gastro-intestinal problems (Allan et al., 2018; Aazami et al., 2015).
Moreover, staff with higher job satisfaction levels are more likely
to report better emotional well-being (Park et al., 2021). Gha-
wadra et al. (2019), in their study, find that young nurses have
high levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, which are sig-
nificantly associated with low job satisfaction. Ren et al. (2022)
point out that when individuals experience dissatisfaction with
certain aspects of their work, they are more likely to develop a
negative attitude towards their job, which can subsequently lead
to the onset of psychological health problems. Based on the
results of these studies, a reasonable inference can be drawn that a
correlation exists between job satisfaction and psychological
distress prediction. Hence, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H7: Job satisfaction has negative influence on psychological
distress.

Research methodology
Data collection. A quantitative method was employed to assess
the links between the constructs, and the data were collected
through a cross-sectional study. The G-Power software was used
to estimate the necessary sample size for this study. To perform a
meaningful analysis of the model with six predictors, this study
needed a sample size of at least 146, based on an a priori test that
factored in a power of 0.95 and an effect size of 0.15 (Faul et al.,
2007). Reinartz et al. (2009) suggest that a minimum sample of
100 is necessary when using partial least squares structural
equation modeling (PLS-SEM). This study used a convenience
sampling strategy to gather data. Specifically, an online survey
was administered using WJX (http://www.wjx.cn/), which is a
user-friendly and effective tool. The survey included several
qualifying questions to screen potential participants. All partici-
pants signed an informed consent form, prior to answering the
formal questionnaire. The consent form outlined the purpose of
data collection, the intended use of the data, and the participants’
options to withdraw from the research at any particular time. To
prevent possible problems of multicollinearity, this study
increased the sample size prior to one-off data collection (Midi
et al., 2010). Finally, 676 valid responses were obtained.

Instrument. Overall, the scale for this study was developed based
on the previous literature, and the survey questions were phrased
in a clear and neutral language, ensuring that respondents could
comprehend them effortlessly. The English versions of the items
presented in Supplementary Material S1. Survey Questionnaire.
To examine the correctness and validity of the questionnaire
items, and to guarantee the equivalence of the measures in the
English and Chinese versions, we invited two authorized experts
to assess the final iteration of the created measure. Overall, the
survey participants were requested to rate the variables on a
5-point Likert scale (1–5, from “strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree”). The research data was submitted as Supplementary
Material S2. Dataset.

Common method variance (CMV). To address the potential
issue of CMV, the participants were guaranteed anonymity and
informed that there were no correct or incorrect answers (Pod-
sakoff et al., 2003). The study also utilized Harman’s one-factor
test, which extracts one common factor from all principal con-
structs and explains a variance of less than 50%, revealing that
one component accounts for 37.19% of the variance, suggesting
that CMV was not a significant issue. Additionally, the full col-
linearity test recommended by Kock (2015) was conducted to
assess CMV, and the variance inflation factor values for 996 work
culture (1.501), work overload (1.371), perceived career devel-
opment opportunities (1.840), perceived pay for performance
(1.660), job burnout (1.738), job satisfaction (1.628), and psy-
chological distress (2.533) were all less than 3.3, indicating no
evidence of multicollinearity in the data.

Data analysis method. PLS-SEM is a technique that identifies the
causal relationship between constructs and maximizes the var-
iance explained in dependent latent constructs (Hair et al., 2011).
For this study, the multivariate normality of the data was mea-
sured using an online Web Power tool. Mardia’s multivariate
skewness, kurtosis coefficients, and p-values were calculated using
this tool. The results of the multivariate normality test indicate
that the p-values for Mardia’s multivariate skewness and kurtosis
were <0.05, indicating multivariate non-normality. As this is an
exploratory study with non-normality issues, a variance-based
PLS-SEM estimation is employed. The PLS-SEM analysis inclu-
ded internal consistency reliability, indicator reliability,
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discriminant validity, convergent validity, effect size, and path
coefficient estimates, as suggested by Hair et al. (2013).

Findings
Table 1 describes the characteristics of the 676 individuals in terms
of age, gender, education, tenure, average monthly income, types
of organization, and annual bonus. The sample consisted of 357
(52.8%) males and 319 (47.2%) females. Among them, 53 (7.8%)
had a secondary school certificate, 230 (34.0%) had a diploma/
technical school certificate, 284 (42.0%) had a bachelor’s degree or
equivalent, 99 (14.6%) had a master’s degree, and 10 (1.5%) had a
doctoral degree. Most participants aged between 22–25 years (326,
48.2%), followed by 26–30 years (218, 32.2%) and 18–22 years
(132, 19.5%). Most participants had worked for less than two years
(328, 48.5%), followed by 2–5 years (284, 42.0%), 6–8 years (56,
8.3%), and more than eight years (8, 1.2%). The sample consisted
of individuals working in different types of organizations,
including IT (135, 20.0%), finance (102, 15.1%), construction (166,
24.6%), media (136, 20.1%), education (127, 18.8%), and others
(10, 1.5%). Regarding the average monthly income, most partici-
pants earned CNY5000–CNY8000 (298, 44.1%), followed by
CNY8001–CNY11000 (260, 38.5%), less than CNY 5000 (55,
8.1%), CNY11001–CNY14000 (57, 8.4%), and more than
CNY14000 (6, 0.9%). Regarding the annual bonus, most partici-
pants earned CNY10001–CNY30000 (350, 51.8%), followed by
less than CNY10000 (208, 30.8%), CNY30001–CNY50000 (83,
12.3%), and more than CNY50000 (35, 5.2%).

Reliability and validity. Before examining the external mea-
surement model, ensuring the reliability and validity of the
questionnaire is crucial (Hair et al., 2017). Descriptive statistics,
including the number of items, mean, and standard deviation of
all variables, are presented in Table 2. To accurately assess
internal consistency, researchers often use Cronbach’s alpha,
composite reliability, and Dijkstra–Hensele’s rho (Hair et al.,
2021). In this study, all variables achieved a value of over 0.85,

indicating high internal consistency and reliability using Cron-
bach’s alpha. Composite reliability, a different measure of internal
consistency reliability, also demonstrated that the items of all
constructs were reliable, with values higher than 0.89 (Hair et al.,
2011). The Dijkstra–Hensele’s rho values for all constructs were
greater than 0.89, further supporting the internal consistency of
the questionnaire. Additionally, the average variance extracted
(AVE) values for all constructs were greater than 0.7, indicating
adequate convergent validity. The variance inflation factor values
for all variables were below 2, indicating that no multicollinearity
was detected in the study.

To assess discriminant validity, researchers commonly use the
Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio, the Fornell-Larcker criterion,
and a cross-loading table. In Fig. 2, the HTMT ratio examines the
correlation between variables while accounting for the deattenuated

Table 1 Demographic characteristics.

N % N %

Gender Education
Male 357 52.8 Secondary school certificate 53 7.8
Female 319 47.2 Diploma/technical certificate 230 34.0
Total 676 100.0 Bachelor degree or equivalent 284 42.0

Master’s degree 99 14.6
Age group Doctoral degree 10 1.5
18–22 years 132 19.5 Total 676 100.0
22–25 years 326 48.2
26–30 years 218 32.2 Tenure
Total 676 100.0 Less than 2 years 328 48.5

2–5 years 284 42.0
Types of organization 6–8 years 56 8.3
IT 135 20.0 Above 8 years 8 1.2
Finance 102 15.1 Total 676 100.0
Construction 166 24.6
Media 136 20.1 Average monthly income
Education 127 18.8 Less than CNY 5000 55 8.1
Others 10 1.5 CNY5000–CNY8000 298 44.1
Total 676 100.0 CNY8001–CNY11000 260 38.5

CNY11001–CNY14000 57 8.4
Annual bonus More than CNY14000 6 0.9
Less than CNY10000 208 30.8 Total 676 100.0
CNY10001–CNY30000 350 51.8
CNY30001–CNY50000 83 12.3
More than CNY50000 35 5.2
Total 676 100.0

Fig. 2 Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio. Discriminant validity is
evaluated by using of the Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio.
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variable score. As shown in Fig. 2, all the recorded HTMT values
were below the threshold value of 0.9, indicating effective
distinctions between the constructs. These results suggest that all
study constructs possess sufficient discriminant validity (Fig. 3).

The Fornell-Larcker criterion values indicate that the square
root value of the AVE of each latent variable (diagonal values)
surpassed the correlations of the other items (Fornell & Larcker,
1981). This finding suggests that all study constructs achieved
sufficient discriminant validity, as shown in Table 3. Additionally,
all loading values exceeded 0.5, which was higher than the cross-
loading scores, further supporting the discriminant validity of all
items in the study (Hair et al., 2017).

Hypotheses testing. The f2 test is a measure of the effect size for
each independent variable in the model. Table 4 shows that the f2

test results for the various independent variables range from 0.010 to

0.260, indicating varying degrees of effect sizes. Specifically, the
variables 996 work culture→ job burnout, job burnout → psycho-
logical distress, and job satisfaction→ psychological distress have the
largest effect sizes (i.e., f2 values of 0.180, 0.260, and 0.220, respec-
tively), indicating that these variables have the strongest influence on
the dependent variables. Overall, the f2 test results suggest that the
independent variables in the model are significantly linked to the
dependent variables and that their accumulation explains a greater
proportion of the variance in the dependent variables.

R2 is a metric used to evaluate the percentage of the total
variability in the dependent variable, which can be described by
the independent variables included in the model. The R2 values
for various endogenous variables ranged from 0.243 to 0.465
(Table 4). Specifically, the variables 996 work culture and work
overload→ job burnout, job burnout and job satisfaction→
psychological distress, and 996 work culture, work overload,
perceived career development opportunities, perceived pay for

Table 2 Reliability and validity.

Variables No. of
items

Mean Standard
deviation

Cronbach’s
alpha

Composite
reliability (rho_a)

Composite
reliability (rho_c)

Average
variance
extracted

Variance
inflation factors

WO 5 3.978 0.803 0.893 0.904 0.921 0.699 1.187
WC 5 3.681 0.886 0.855 0.890 0.894 0.628 1.519
PC 5 2.267 0.947 0.904 0.905 0.929 0.723 1.701
PP 5 2.264 0.871 0.894 0.898 0.922 0.702 1.552
JB 5 3.862 0.889 0.902 0.905 0.928 0.719 1.605
JS 5 2.568 0.999 0.889 0.889 0.918 0.692 1.252
PD 5 4.015 0.829 0.878 0.882 0.911 0.673

WC 996 Work Culture, WO work overload, PC perceived career development opportunities, PP perceived pay for performance, JB job burnout, JS job satisfaction, PD psychological distress.

Fig. 3 Measurement model. The measurement model was constructed and the findings were obtained using the SmartPLS (Version 4) software.
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Table 3 Discriminant validity.

WO WC PC PP JB JS PD

WO1 0.857 0.302 −0.336 −0.307 0.352 −0.347 0.465
WO2 0.834 0.231 −0.237 −0.246 0.259 −0.299 0.412
WO3 0.822 0.219 −0.223 −0.184 0.249 −0.274 0.407
WO4 0.816 0.207 −0.200 −0.251 0.180 −0.290 0.402
WO5 0.851 0.258 −0.289 −0.269 0.296 −0.322 0.451
WC1 0.207 0.702 −0.236 −0.253 0.213 −0.230 0.282
WC2 0.221 0.729 −0.297 −0.259 0.193 −0.233 0.312
WC3 0.288 0.837 −0.436 −0.404 0.399 −0.348 0.447
WC4 0.222 0.841 −0.445 −0.378 0.401 −0.343 0.451
WC5 0.234 0.842 −0.499 −0.445 0.458 −0.381 0.479
PC1 −0.256 −0.450 0.851 0.420 −0.463 0.396 −0.497
PC2 −0.278 −0.428 0.848 0.420 −0.448 0.429 −0.480
PC3 −0.256 −0.425 0.856 0.405 −0.450 0.434 −0.485
PC4 −0.314 −0.445 0.845 0.432 −0.453 0.430 −0.499
PC5 −0.234 −0.410 0.851 0.441 −0.427 0.435 −0.484
PP1 −0.215 −0.398 0.410 0.865 −0.395 0.343 −0.467
PP2 −0.270 −0.413 0.429 0.852 −0.423 0.373 −0.511
PP3 −0.234 −0.406 0.439 0.839 −0.391 0.351 −0.469
PP4 −0.272 −0.379 0.471 0.846 −0.464 0.360 −0.495
PP5 −0.290 −0.309 0.324 0.785 −0.352 0.290 −0.451
JB1 0.237 0.380 −0.451 −0.415 0.846 −0.362 0.496
JB2 0.293 0.391 −0.440 −0.396 0.860 −0.391 0.506
JB3 0.276 0.383 −0.497 −0.429 0.857 −0.400 0.494
JB4 0.279 0.337 −0.361 −0.381 0.815 −0.336 0.463
JB5 0.303 0.409 −0.476 −0.435 0.863 −0.408 0.537
JS1 −0.318 −0.368 0.431 0.363 −0.383 0.824 −0.474
JS2 −0.286 −0.309 0.415 0.332 −0.336 0.833 −0.459
JS3 −0.283 −0.331 0.420 0.368 −0.414 0.847 −0.478
JS4 −0.321 −0.323 0.386 0.303 −0.349 0.821 −0.453
JS5 −0.327 −0.337 0.427 0.343 −0.379 0.834 −0.507
PD1 0.423 0.408 −0.434 −0.427 0.434 −0.444 0.801
PD2 0.404 0.483 −0.568 −0.530 0.564 −0.504 0.841
PD3 0.407 0.392 −0.430 −0.445 0.496 −0.450 0.822
PD4 0.415 0.402 −0.469 −0.493 0.458 −0.471 0.818
PD5 0.464 0.422 −0.443 −0.440 0.451 −0.467 0.817
Fornell-Larcker criterion
WO 0.836
WC 0.296 0.793
PC −0.315 −0.507 0.850
PP −0.304 −0.457 0.498 0.838
JB 0.328 0.449 −0.527 −0.485 0.848
JS −0.369 −0.402 0.500 0.412 −0.448 0.832
PD 0.514 0.516 −0.575 −0.572 0.590 −0.571 0.820

WC 996 work culture, WO work overload, PC perceived career development opportunities, PP perceived pay for performance, JB job burnout, JS job satisfaction, PD psychological distress.

Table 4 Hypothesis testing.

Hypothesis Beta CI
min

CI
max

t
value

p-
value

f2 r2 Decision

Factors effecting job burnout
H1a WC→ JB 0.386 0.319 0.455 11.167 0.000 0.180 0.243 Supported
H2a WO→ JB 0.214 0.138 0.285 5.793 0.000 0.055 Supported
Factors effecting job satisfaction
H1b WC→ JS −0.099 −0.185 −0.013 2.270 0.023 0.010 0.349 Supported
H2b WO→ JS −0.174 −0.250 −0.101 4.584 0.000 0.039 Supported
H3 PC→ JS 0.258 0.169 0.350 5.708 0.000 0.060 Supported
H4 PP→ JS 0.108 0.027 0.185 2.651 0.008 0.012 Supported
H5 JB→ JS −0.159 −0.245 −0.074 3.642 0.000 0.024 Supported
Factors effecting psychological distress
H6 JB→ PD 0.418 0.359 0.476 14.168 0.000 0.260 0.465 Supported
H7 JS→ PD −0.384 −0.443 −0.323 12.498 0.000 0.220 Supported

WC 996 work culture, WO work overload, PC perceived career development opportunities, PP perceived pay for performance, JB job burnout, JS job satisfaction, PD psychological distress.
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performance, and job burnout→ job satisfaction have R2 values
of 0.243, 0.465, and 0.349, respectively, suggesting that the
independent variables included in the model account for a
substantial level of the variance found in these dependent
variables. The R2 values indicate that the data fit the model well,
and the independent variables utilized in the model are effective
predictors of the dependent variables.

The outcome of the path analysis indicates that for job burnout,
the study tested two hypotheses (H1a and H2a), both of which
suggest that 996 work culture and work overload have a positive
effect on job burnout. The beta values for 996 work culture and
work overload are 0.386 and 0.214, respectively, with confidence
intervals (CI) ranging from 0.319 to 0.455 and from 0.138 to
0.285. The t-values are 11.167 and 5.793, with p-values of 0.000,
indicating strong support for both hypotheses. For job satisfaction,
we tested five hypotheses (H1b, H2b, H3, H4, and H5). The results
reveal that all hypotheses are accepted, indicating that 996 work
culture, work overload, perceived career development opportu-
nities, perceived pay for performance, and job burnout have
significant effects on job satisfaction. The beta values for 996 work
culture, work overload, perceived career development opportu-
nities, perceived pay for performance, and job burnout are−0.099,
−0.174, 0.258, 0.108, and −0.159, respectively, with CI ranging
from −0.185 to−0.013,−0.250 to−0.101, 0.169 to 0.350, 0.027 to
0.185, and −0.245 to −0.074. The t-values range from 2.270 to
5.708, with p-values less than 0.05, indicating strong support for
all hypotheses. Likewise, for psychological distress, the study tested
two hypotheses (H6 and H7), which suggest that job burnout and
job satisfaction have significant effects on psychological distress.
The beta values for job burnout and job satisfaction are 0.418 and
−0.384, respectively, with CI ranging from 0.359 to 0.476 and
−0.443 to −0.323. The t-values are 14.168 and 12.498, with p-
values of 0.000, indicating strong support for both hypotheses.

Multi-group analysis (MGA). The measurement invariance of
the composite model (MICOM) procedure of the integrated
model was used to calculate the measurement invariance of the
subgroups. As 42 of 45 MICOM permutation p-values were
greater than 0.05, this study assumed equal invariance among the
subgroups. Thus, the PLS-MGA approach was employed to
compare the path coefficients between the two groups.

Effects of gender. The study results were stratified by gender in the
sample, but no significant difference was observed in the link of
the model between the genders. The gender variable did not affect
the links between the study models.

Effects of education. The study results were stratified by the
education level in the sample into two groups; however, no sig-
nificant difference was observed in the link between the paths of
the model based on education level. The education variable did
not affect the links between the study models.

Effects of tenure. The outcomes of the two groups (≤2 years and ≥2
years) displayed (in Table 5) were based on the participants’ tenure
in the current workplace. The findings revealed that the effect (job
burnout to psychological distress) on respondents working for less
than or equal to two years was much higher than that on respon-
dents working for more than two years. Moreover, the findings
suggest that the effect (job satisfaction to psychological distress) on
respondents working for more than two years was much higher
than that on respondents working for less than or equal to 2 years.

Effects of average monthly income. The outcomes of the two
groups, relying on the average monthly income of the sample,

established a significant difference, which indicated that the effect
(perceived career development opportunities to job satisfaction)
on respondents with an average monthly income less than or
equal to CNY8000 was much higher than that of respondents
with an average monthly income more than CNY8000. However,
the difference in the average monthly income did not affect the
other relationships.

Effects of annual bonus. The group results are determined based
on the annual bonus of the sample. However, variance in the
annual bonus does not affect the relationship between the models.

Discussion and implication
The aim of this study, based on cross-sectional data, was to
examine the factors that impact job burnout, job satisfaction, and
psychological distress among employees across different organi-
zations. All (nine) proposed hypotheses were significant. The R-
squared values of 0.243, 0.349, and 0.465 indicate that the model
is a good fit for the data and that the independent variables used
in the analysis are strong factors of the dependent variables. The
results of this study revealed several significant findings, which
are discussed below.

The results suggest that 996 work culture positively influenced
job burnout (H1a) and negatively influenced job satisfaction of the
Chinese Gen Z workers (H1b). These findings are consistent with
the results reported by Dextras-Gauthier and Marchand (2016)
regarding the positive influence of poor work culture on job
burnout, as well as with the studies conducted by Brazil et al.
(2010), which demonstrated that the type of organizational cul-
ture can predict the levels of job satisfaction among employees.
This study indicates that when Gen Z workers are subjected to a
workplace that promotes 996, an abominable work culture, they
tend to experience job burnout and have lower levels of job
satisfaction. In other words, the expectation of working from
9 a.m. to 9 p.m., 6 days a week, as observed in the 996 work
culture, could lead to high levels of job burnout among Gen Z
workers in China. In addition, the outcomes of this study
demonstrated the positive effect of work overload on job burnout.
Thus, H2a was supported. This finding corroborates with the
study by Maslach and Leiter (2008), and Bakker and Demerouti
(2017), which have identified work overload as enablers of job
burnout. Alternatively, the significance of work overload as a
predictor of job burnout should not be overlooked. Furthermore,
consistent with H2b, the results identified a significant negative
association between work overload and job satisfaction. This
reinforces the results of previous studies (Yeh, 2015; Kurniawaty
et al., 2019). This finding emphasizes the necessity of effectively
reducing work overload and managing workload to improve job
satisfaction among employees.

We discovered that both perceived career development
opportunities and perceived pay for performance positively
influenced job satisfaction (H3 and H4). Similarly, Price and
Reichert (2017) identified perceived career development oppor-
tunities as a predictor that can enhance job satisfaction. The
findings were consistent with the results reported by Ren et al.
(2017). The previous research reported a significant positive link
between perceived pay for performance and job satisfaction.
Thus, it can be seen that it is momentous to meet both the
material and spiritual needs of Gen Z workers. They require
predictable career development opportunities and their corre-
sponding salaries to have higher job satisfaction.

Furthermore, the results suggest that job burnout has a sig-
nificant negative influence on job satisfaction (H5). This finding is
consistent with the previous studies by Uchmanowicz et al. (2020)
and Wang et al. (2014), indicating that individuals who
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experience burnout tend to have lower job satisfaction. These
results imply that job burnout positively influences psychological
distress (H6). This finding is reinforced by Schaufeli and Taris
(2014), who proposed a modified JD-R model that demonstrates
how job demands indirectly affect adverse outcomes (e.g., psy-
chological distress) through burnout. Additionally, this study
found that the association between job satisfaction and psycho-
logical distress is significant and negative, which supports H7.
These findings are consistent with those of Ren et al. (2022), who
identified low job satisfaction as a factor that can increase the risk
of psychological distress, and a high level of burnout was linked to
an increased risk of psychological distress. The current findings
highlight that recognizing the impact of job satisfaction and job
burnout on employees’ psychological distress can guide institu-
tions in implementing strategies to support their workers.

Theoretical implications. The outcomes of the current study
have several vital implications for the theory and existing litera-
ture. First, the findings contribute to the JD-R model by high-
lighting the specific pathways by which various job demands and
resources affect psychological distress among the Gen Z work-
force in China. Specifically, the finding that the 996 work culture
and work overload indirectly influence psychological distress
through job burnout aligns with the JD-R model’s emphasis on
job demands as a significant factor in burnout (Schaufeli & Taris,
2014). Similarly, the finding that perceived career development
opportunities and perceived pay for performance positively
influenced job satisfaction led to lower levels of psychological
distress. This is consistent with the JD-R model’s emphasis on job
resources as a significant factor in positive work-related attitudes

(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Second, the outcomes of this study
contribute to the psychological distress literature on the factors
that contribute to psychological distress among workers, provide
insights into the unique experiences of Gen Z workers in China,
and emphasize the necessity of job satisfaction in reducing psy-
chological distress. By illuminating the particular mechanisms
that contribute to psychological distress among Gen Z workers in
China, this study addresses the call for a more comprehensive
understanding of the effects of work design (Morgeson &
Humphrey, 2006; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Third, research on
996 work culture remains relatively new and has received limited
attention in the scholarly literature. Early investigations into the
996 work culture phenomenon within the workplace context have
primarily concentrated on elucidating its basic characteristics and
initial implications (Li, 2019; Wang, 2020; Yang et al., 2021). Our
study is the first to empirically explore the relationship between
996 work culture and employees’ psychological distress. This
research holds significant importance as it addresses a critical
void in the existing literature, where conjecture has far outpaced
empirical substantiation regarding the potential role of the 996
work culture in precipitating psychological issues among
employees.

Practical implications. The research outcomes offer imperative
practical implications for organizations concerning the mental
health of young employees. In conclusion, firms must realize the
necessity of their employees’ mental health and take proactive
steps to support them. For example, organizations should try to
avoid assigning high workloads to Gen Z workers and encourage
them to work efficiently instead of advocating the 996 working

Table 5 Multi-group analysis.

Associations Respondent’s gender
Male (N= 357)
Female (N= 319)
Difference

Respondent’s education
Secondary/collage diploma
(N= 283)
Bachelor degree or above
(N= 393)
Difference

Tenure
≤ 2 Years (N= 328)
> 2 Years (N= 348)
Difference

Beta p-value Beta p-value Beta p-value

WC→ JB 0.053 0.450 −0.110 0.113 0.088 0.204
WO→ JB −0.039 0.592 0.037 0.612 −0.037 0.617
WC→ JS −0.062 0.480 −0.167 0.064 −0.004 0.958
WO→ JS −0.131 0.082 0.057 0.469 −0.038 0.616
PC→ JS −0.048 0.597 −0.096 0.294 −0.045 0.620
PP→ JS −0.061 0.457 −0.159 0.062 0.021 0.797
JB→ JS 0.074 0.398 −0.044 0.620 0.030 0.738
JB→ PD 0.088 0.134 0.061 0.299 0.115 0.049
JS→ PD 0.021 0.737 0.073 0.235 0.127 0.034

Associations Average monthly income
≤ CNY8000 (N= 353)
> CNY8000 (N= 323)
Difference

Annual bonus
≤ CNY10000 (N= 208)
> CNY10000 (N= 468)
Difference

Beta p-value Beta p-value

WC→ JB −0.091 0.189 0.051 0.480
WO→ JB 0.101 0.167 0.033 0.665
WC→ JS 0.019 0.832 −0.124 0.192
WO→ JS 0.095 0.218 −0.102 0.208
PC→ JS 0.179 0.047 −0.007 0.939
PP→ JS −0.092 0.261 −0.053 0.558
JB→ JS 0.046 0.600 0.076 0.438
JB→ PD 0.063 0.297 0.071 0.254
JS→ PD −0.031 0.613 0.054 0.413

WC 996 work culture, WO work overload, PC perceived career development opportunities, PP perceived pay for performance, JB job burnout, JS job satisfaction, PD psychological distress.
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mechanism and promoting working overtime to avoid psycho-
logical distress. High workloads and long working hours can lead
to burnout and increased employee stress (Sufiyati and Cokki,
2021). Establishing a healthy work-life balance for employees is
crucial for organizations, including Gen Z workers, to maintain
their psychological health and ensure long-term engagement.
Furthermore, it is advisable to implement flexible working
arrangements within organizations. Gen Z workers attach great
importance to the flexibility of their work hours, a factor that can
significantly enhance their job satisfaction (Waworuntu et al.,
2022).

It is becoming increasingly crucial to prioritize the mental
health of young staff, as psychological distress can directly impede
their creativity, enthusiasm, and productivity at work (Kalyar
et al., 2021). This study also demonstrates that improving Gen Z
workers’ perceptions of career development opportunities and pay
for performance can serve as a useful instrument for improving
their mental health. Furthermore, to maintain and enhance the
mental well-being of the workforce, immediate action is required
to prevent burnout and job dissatisfaction among Gen Z
employees in China. Hence, these empirical findings can guide
managers in formulating strategies to protect young workers’
mental health. For example, organizations should have an
employee assistance program (EAP) in place to provide support
and counseling to employees who may be experiencing psycho-
logical distress. Managers should accurately and regularly under-
stand employees’ perceptions of their current work and life
through regular assessments or short smart surveys, which will
enable the capture of employees’ actual work experiences in real-
time and facilitate prompt interventions to correct any issues
within a defined timeframe. Workplaces that foster mental well-
being through the creation of a harmonious work environment
and the provision of support for individuals dealing with mental
illnesses are more likely to inspire employees to work with
heightened passion, thereby enhancing overall worker productivity
(Bubonya et al., 2017; López‐López et al., (2019); De-Oliveira
et al., 2023). Additionally, managers can design rational incentive
systems that promote fairness and competition in the workplace to
enhance employee motivation and facilitate good psychological
health. Positive mental health transcends the mere absence of
mental health issues, such as depression or psychological distress;
it also encompasses the presence of positive attributes, including a
sense of purpose, contentment, and active engagement in work
and life (Fusar-Poli et al., 2020). Such systems can effectively
create a positive work environment and foster employee
engagement. Additionally, providing training and education on
mental health, stress management, and self-care can be highly
beneficial in developing employees’ skills and knowledge, enabling
them to better maintain their psychological health and well-being.

Limitations and future research directions. Several limitations
were encountered in this study. First, a quantitative approach was
adopted, which provided a limited understanding of this parti-
cular phenomenon. Therefore, to enhance future research, it is
advisable to employ a mixed-methods approach to obtain a more
comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon. Both quan-
titative and qualitative methods can be applied in a single study.
Mixed-methods research can provide valuable insights and
enhance understanding that may be overlooked when relying
solely on a single method (Migiro & Magangi, 2011). Second, the
outcomes of this study are limited in terms of generalizability.
The sample size of this study was small and limited to the Chinese
context. Although many findings are in line with previous studies
conducted in diverse contexts, the authors propose that this study
should be replicated in other regions and sectors to better

understand the nature of this process in a different context. Third,
we assessed perceived career development opportunities and
perceived pay for performance based on worker perceptions. By
establishing the significance of perceived career development
opportunities and perceived pay for performance in helping
employees overcome daily exhaustion, our study highlights the
need for effective strategies to meet Gen Z workers’ expectations.
However, further research is necessary to determine the specific
content of these strategies. In the future, researchers could create
a list of strategies and conduct experimental studies to assess their
effectiveness.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this study provides evidence that the 996 work
culture and work overload significantly contribute to job burnout
and psychological distress among the Chinese Gen Z workforce.
These findings underscore the need for organizations to generate
a healthy work environment and provide ample support and
resources to workers to prevent burnout and promote their
mental well-being. Moreover, the study underscores the impor-
tance of companies that adopt 996 work culture in implementing
corresponding incentive policies for their employees, including
providing suitable career development opportunities and com-
petitive salaries, which can enhance employees’ job satisfaction
and promote mental health. The outcomes of this study offer
valuable insights for policymakers and managers to design
effective interventions to enhance the mental well-being and
working conditions of Gen Z employees in China. As the global
workforce becomes more diverse, it is necessary to identify the
predictors of job burnout and job satisfaction across different
cultures and contexts. Further research is encouraged to explore
contextual variables that may influence the relationships eluci-
dated in this study.

Data availability
The original contributions presented in the study are included in
the article/Supplementary Material, further inquiries can be
directed to the corresponding author/s.
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