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Abstract 
 

This study examines the role of negative emotion in explaining the association between work-related identity 

discrepancy and work withdrawal behavior. Drawing on the cognitive evaluation theory of emotion, we hypothesize a 

mediating model in which work-related identity discrepancy is associated with work withdrawal behavior. In 
examining this model, we further establish a link between work-related identity discrepancy and work withdrawal 

behavior and identify one pathway to explain this relationship. Based on a sample of 510 Chinese employees, we find 

support for a mediating model in which the association between work-related identity discrepancy and work 
withdrawal behavior via negative emotion. Findings from the current study contribute to our exploring the black box 

between work-related identity discrepancy and work withdrawal behavior. 
 

Keywords: Work-related identity discrepancy; Work withdrawal behavior; Negative emotion; Cognitive evaluation 

theory of emotion 
 

1. Introduction 
 

With the rapid development of economy, change of personnel is more common than ever, especially the change of 

organizational leadership. For example, former Nintendo executives left for Microsoft in 2019, and more than 40 Tesla 

executives left successively in 2018. Meanwhile, frequent changes of leaders have an impact on the organization and its 

members. Existing studies have shown that leaders' resignation will destroy the development atmosphere of the 

organization and lead to the spread of resignation, reduce the organizational identification of employees who have 

high-quality leadership exchange relationship with former leaders, and increase their turnover intention (Shapiro et 

al.,2016). In addition, leaders in China usually establish their own "small circle" in the organization under the influence 

of the traditional "circle culture", which mainly presents a differential order pattern with leaders as the center and 

spreading outwards (Lin et al.,2016). And in the circle, the members are the "insiders" of the leaders, and the members 

outside the circle are the "outsiders". The leader shows more concern for "insiders" and offers more support for their 

work, thus the members have more resources than those outside the circle. However, when the core leader of the 

"circle" leaves, not only will the members leave together with the former leader (Heaphy, 2018;Shuai, 2016), but some 

turbulence may occur to organizations (Shen & Cannella, 2003); what’s worse, some who remain in the circle may lose 

their resources and work identities, resulting in work-related identity discrepancy to workers and incalculable losses to 

the organization. 
 

Work-related identity discrepancy refers to the gap among the actual self, the ideal self, and the ought self caused by 

external events that break the cognitive balance of the existing work identity (Swann et al., 2009). And work-related 

identity discrepancy discussed in this research is not caused by the change of employees themselves but specifically 

refers to the situation where the replacement of superior leaders causes the gap in employees' self-cognition. When 

some employees have work-related identity discrepancy, they may carry out self-adjustment, which contribute to "good 

adaptability" or "bad adaptability".  
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Those with good adaptability can adjust their good state and continue to exert their strength for the organization. But 

others either quit their jobs or withdraw from their jobs, leading to the termination of their career development. 

Moreover, previous studies also showed that maladjustment about work-related identity discrepancy will lead to 

various mental health problems, such as emotional anxiety(Higgins, 1999; Heppen & Ogilvie, 2003), depression 

(Amico et al., 2004), decreased personal happiness (Ryff, 1991)，work engagement and employee helping behaviors 

(Li & Xia, 2014), and hinder organizational change (Nag et al., 2007). Although maladjustment can cause such serious 

consequences, there is little research on work-related identity discrepancy at present, especially on its outcome 

variables, such as work withdrawal behavior. Petriglieri (2011) points out that withdrawing from existing identity may 

be an effective strategy to reduce identity threat when individuals perceive that positive self-identity is threatened. 

Therefore, this research holds that when employees are confronted with work-related identity discrepancy, the loss of 

their original identity will bring them threats and pressure, and increase the consumption of mental resources, which 

will lead to the behavioral tendency of employees to withdraw from their work status and then work withdrawal 

behavior. 
 

Work withdrawal behavior refers to employees' psychological and behavioral withdrawal from work. (Lehman & 

Simpson, 1992). Undoubtedly, employees' work withdrawal behavior will bring adverse effects to the organization. 

However, there nearly not exist research on work-related identity discrepancy and work withdrawal behavior in the 

past, so that the mechanism between the two is almost a completely unknown black box. In view of this, this research 

attempts to clarify the logical relationship between work-related identity discrepancy and work withdrawal behavior 

and to reveal the black box of influencing factors between them from the cognitive evaluation theory of emotion. 
 

Cognitive evaluation theory of emotion was put forward by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) first. According to the theory, 

when an individual encounter a potential stressor, a cognitive process will be automatically triggered in his mind to 

evaluate the potential threat or challenge of the stressor to him, thus a specific emotional response is produced, which 

will further affect the individual's subsequent behavioral response. Furthermore, previous research has pointed out that 

employees’ behaviors in the workplace are influenced by rational thinking as well as emotions. However, there was not 

enough research which pays reasonable attention to the changes in employees’ emotions (Ashkanasy & Humphrey, 

2011; Barsky et al., 2011). This research argues that the work-related identity discrepancy will bring pressure to 

employees, leading to their work withdrawal behavior, which may be affected by employees’ negative emotion. 
 

In sum, with negative emotion as mediation variables, this study discusses the culture of "circle" under the leadership 

change caused by the employees' work-related identity discrepancy and work withdrawal behavior mechanism. 

Moreover, the contribution of this study is reflected in two aspects. Firstly, it enriches the nomological network of 

identity research theoretically. The second is to provide guidance for enterprises to deal with the negative impact 

caused by work-related identity discrepancy. 
 

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses 
 

2.1The effect of work-related identity discrepancy on work withdrawal behavior 
 

In the past ten years, the research on the work-related identity discrepancy gradually emerges due to the influence of 

flexible career and borderless career. Previous studies have shown that work-related identity discrepancy tends to stress 

individuals and lead to negative behaviors. For example, Nahum-Shani & Bamberger (2019) found that the difference 

in working status caused by retirement would bring anxiety and pressure to retirees during the transition period of their 

status, causing them to have behaviors which escape from reality. Therefore, when leaders are replaced, employees' 

work-related identity discrepancy may lead to their work withdrawal behavior to escape from reality. 
 

Work withdrawal behavior is not a simple single behavior, but a sequence of behaviors, consisting of multiple 

behaviors. It starts from occasional psychological withdrawal and gradually expands to behavioral withdrawal, and the 

degree of withdrawal increases successively (Gupta & Jenkins, 1991; Lehman & Simpson, 1992).  Podsakoff & LePine 

(2007) believed that work pressure would lead to the generation of work withdrawal behavior. Therefore, we 

speculated that the loss of work identity such as work-related identity discrepancy would cause stress to employees and 

lead to the generation of work withdrawal behavior. 
 

Cognitive evaluation theory of emotion holds that emotion is the product of the interaction between people and 

environment, when people face causing their current pressure source, the first thing they will do is to start their own 
cognitive system to evaluate the pressure source, resulting in a specific emotional response, and this kind of emotional 

response will further influence the individual follow-up behavioral responses (Dewe, 1991). Employees often have 

negative evaluations in the face of organizational change, especially the "insider" of the former leader. That is to say, 

the "insider" of the former leader occurs work-related identity discrepancy occurs.  
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Therefore, employees will start their own cognitive system to evaluate work-related identity discrepancy, and then 

generate emotions to affect their behaviors. Meanwhile, the employee who has work-related identity discrepancy often 

leads to employee cognitive dissonance, which needs more psychological resources to adapt to the new leader. 

Consequently, they will have certain views or take certain actions to balance their own cognition, and the occurrence of 

work withdrawal behavior is one of them. Hence, we propose hypothesis 1: 

Hypothesis 1:Work-related identity discrepancy has a positive effect on work withdrawal behavior. 
 

2.2The mediating effect of negative emotions 
 

Negative Emotion is a basic subjective experience of unpleasant mood, which includes a variety of annoying states, 

such as anger, grief, anxiety (Waston et al., 1988). Previous studies have shown that work-related losses often lead to 

sadness -- a negative emotional reaction to the loss of something important -- and a period of very contradictory 

identities (Mael & Ashforth, 2001). The replacement of leaders will take away the original "insiders" identity and 

resources of employees, resulting in employees not only facing psychological pressure, but facing heavier work 

pressure, and negative emotion arising spontaneously. Therefore, we infer that work-related identity discrepancy can 

cause negative emotion. In addition, some studies have also pointed out that negative emotion is antecedent that affects 

work withdrawal behavior (Chi & Liang, 2013; Yu et al., 2019). 
 

Meanwhile, according to the cognitive evaluation theory of emotion, when individuals encounter stressors, they will 

conduct cognition-evaluation, and the process of generating emotions and behaviors can be divided into two parts: 

initial evaluation and secondary evaluation. In the initial evaluation stage, individuals only care about whether the event 

is beneficial to themselves or consistent with their goals. Since, confronted with leadership change event, if the 

employee will view work-related identity discrepancy as a challenge, think leadership change is just the way the 

organization develops, or think that they have enough confidence and ability to face the negative effect brought by 

work-related identity discrepancy, the employee will have a positive mood, and put into the same as the previous 

attention and enthusiasm into the work; But if the staff will view work-related identity discrepancy as a threat to 

identity, they will think that the replacement of leaders will affect their career, or that they do not have enough 

confidence and ability to cope with the negative impact of organizational change events, thus increasing their 

psychological cognitive burden, and then employees will have negative emotion. For former leaders' inner circle 

members, the work-related identity discrepancy is obviously a huge potential threat, which can cause negative emotion 

among employees. In addition, the theory also holds that individuals will have specific emotional reactions after 

cognitive evaluation of potential stressors, and such emotional reactions will further affect the individual’s subsequent 

behavioral reactions. Therefore, we speculate that when employees suffer from work status difference incidents, 

negative emotion will occur and aggravate the occurrence of work withdrawal behavior. And relevant studies have 

pointed out that emotions will affect employee behaviors (Wang et al., 2012). When negative emotion occurs, they tend 

to cause the loss of individual psychological resources. When the old leader leaves and the new leader takes office, 

employees will enter a period of identity contradiction, and negative emotion will consume employees' mental 

resources for a long time. Furthermore, employees will balance this out for their own physical and mental health and 

restore their psychological resources through withdrawal (Hobfoll, Halbesleben, Neveu, & Westman, 2018). Hence, we 

propose hypothesis 2: 
 

Hypothesis 2: Negative emotion mediates the effect of Work-related identity discrepancy on work withdrawal 

behavior. 
 

Based on the above analysis, this research establishes the conceptual model in following figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 
 

3. Research Design 
 

3.1 Participants and Procedure 
 

We distributed 841 copies of the survey form; 510 valid responses were collected, giving a response rate of 60.64%. Of 

the valid respondents, 40.78% were men and 59.22% women. The average age of the respondents was 30.31 years (SD 

= 9.19), ranging from 19 to 63 years. In terms of education, 36.86% of the respondents had a master’s degree or above, 

62.35% a bachelor’s degree, and 0.01% had a high school diploma or below. Of the respondents, 52.74% were 

employees, 24.90% supervisors, 19.02% middle-level managers，3.33% and senior managers. 

Work-related 

identity discrepancy 

 

Negative emotion Work withdrawal 

behavior 
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3.2 Measures 
 

In order to ensure the reliability of measurement tools, we used the mature scales which other researchers have 

developed. All scales were scored by Likert 5 points (1= "strongly disagree"; 5= "strongly agree"). All scales in this 

study are described as following. 
 

(1) Work-related identity discrepancy(WID): We measured work-related identity discrepancy with a seven-item scale, 

adapted from Huang (2019), that gauges the respondents’ perception of leadership turnover. A sample item is "I feel 

that the new leader is inferior to the previous one." The scale’s Cronbach’s is .870. 

(2) Work withdrawal behavior (WWB): We measured perceived Work withdrawal behavior with a twelve- item scale 

adapted from Lehman and Simpson (1992)’s work. A sample item is "I like to talk with my colleagues about something 

unrelated to work." The scale’s Cronbach’s was .922. 

(3) Negative Emotions(NE): We adopted the eight-item scale developed by Waston et al. (1988) to measure negative 

emotion. A sample item is "I'm always ashamed." This Scale’s Cronbach’s is .916. 

(4) Control Variables: We controlled for respondents' demographic variables, including age, gender, education, tenure, 

and occupation in the organization. As previous research suggested that these variables affect employees' behavior 

(Thau et al., 2009).To ensure the accuracy of the results, these variables are controlled. 
 

4. Results 
 

This study uses SPSS21.0 and AMOS17.0 to analyze the data. The steps are as follows: first, doing the descriptive 

statistical analysis of the data; second, testing the common method bias variation, and analyzing the data problems; 

third, it analyzes the direct effect and the moderating effect of the negative emotions. 
 

4.1 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis 
 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for all study variables are reported in Table 1. In line with past research, 

work-related identity discrepancy (γ= .579, p< .001) were positively associated with negative emotion, respectively. 

work-related identity discrepancy, γ= .474, p< .001, and negative emotion, γ= .570, p< .001, were positively associated 

with work withdrawal behavior. 
 

Table 1 Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Among Study Variables 
 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1.gender 1.59 .492        

2.marital status 1.47 .569 -.060       

3.education 3.45 .882 -.030 .276
**

      

4.position 3.27 .883 .295
**

 -.268
**

 .192
**

     

5.Relationship 

with ex-leader 
1.96 .671 .159

**
 -.059 .020 .195

**
    

6.WID 2.508 .781 .054 -.096
*
 -.091

*
 .051 .050   

7.NE 1.999 .731 .073 -.052 -.098
*
 -.017 .000 .579

**
  

8.WWB 1.957 .625 -.047 -.064 -.137
**

 -.080 .017 .474
**

 .570
**

 

      Note.WID=work-related identity discrepancy, NE=negative emotions, WWB=work withdrawal behavior  

       ***p＜0.001；**p＜0.01；*p＜0.05 
 

4.2 Common method bias 
 

To ensure the results, this study used Harman single factor to analyze data. This study made unscaled principal 

component analysis for all variables (Zhou & Long, 2004). According to the number of factor precipitation or common 

factor interpretation to determine the size of the common method of deviation, in this study, five common factors 

(eigenvalue>1) were extracted from the test results, and the first factor explained variation is 18.51%, less than 50% 

(recommended explained variation). It indicated that the bias problem of the common method was not serious. 
 

4.3 Reliability and validity analysis  
 

The study uses SPSS21.0 statistical analysis software to analyze the reliability and validity of scales. The results are 

shown in Table 2. Cronbach alpha coefficients of all scales were above 0.80, indicating that the reliability of the scale 

is quite high. The KMO values of each scale were all greater than 0.60, and the results of Bartlett spherical test were 

significant, and each scale cumulative variances were greater than 50%, indicating good validity. 
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Table 2 Reliability and Validity Analysis 
 

Variable Cronbach's Alpha KMO Cumulative Interpretation Variance 

WID .870 .850 72.17% 

NE .916 .915 63.79% 

WWB .922 .935 65.47% 

           Note.WID=work-related identity discrepancy, NE=negative emotions, WWB=work withdrawal 

            ***p＜0.001；**p＜0.01；*p＜0.05 
 

AMOS21.0 software was used to conduct confirmatory factor analysis, and work-related identity discrepancy (WID), 

negative emotion (NE) and work withdrawal behavior (WWB) were examined as independent constructs. Regarding 

the former comparison, the results show that the three-factor model assumed in this study has reached the acceptance 

criteria (
2X /df=5.560<6, RMSEA=0.095<0.1, IFI, TLI, CFI are greater than 0.8). The results of these confirmatory 

factor analyses indicate three variables have good convergent validity and discriminant validity. 
 

Table 3 Confirmatory Factor Analyses 
 

Model Factor 2X /df RMSEA IFI TLI CFI 

1 three-factor model 5.56 0.095 0.833 0.817 0.833 

2 two-factor model 1 8.43 0.121 0.727 0.702 0.726 

3 two-factor model 2 9.41 0.129 0.691 0.663 0.690 

4 two-factor model 3 7.70 0.115 0.754 0.731 0.753 

5 one-factor model 11.53 0.144 0.611 0.578 0.610 
 

4.4 Hypothesis testing  
 

Main effect test.  
 

This study uses the method of hierarchical regression analysis to verify the hypothesis, as shown in Table 4, the gender, 

age, position, education and seniority as a control variable into the regression model. Then, the stepwise entry method 

is used to put the work-related identity discrepancy into the regression model. As shown in Table 4, the work-related 

identity discrepancy was positively correlated with work withdrawal behavior significantly (β=.464, P＜0.001, M2). 

Thus, Hypothesis 1 is supported. 
 

The mediating role of negative emotion. 
 

According to Baron and Kenny (1986), a mediating effect must meet three conditions: 1) The independent variable is 

associated with the dependent variable and the mediator; 2) the mediator has a significant effect on the dependent 

variable; and 3) when the independent variable and the mediator are simultaneously substituted into the regression 

equation to explain the dependent variable, the effect of the mediating variable is significant and the effect of the 

independent variable disappears (the fully mediating effect) or weakens (partial mediating effect).  
 

As shown in Table 4, work-related identity discrepancy is positively correlated with negative emotions(β=.570, P< 

.001, M6). Meanwhile, negative emotion is positively correlated with work withdrawal behavior (β=.563, p＜0.001, 

M3). Finally, when work-related identity discrepancy and negative emotions were simultaneously entered into the 

regression equation, the positive effect of work-related identity discrepancy is still significant (β=-.213, p＜0.001, M4), 

but is weakened in comparison with M2 (β=.464, P< .001). These results reveal that negative emotion plays a partial 

mediating role between work-related identity discrepancy and negative emotion. Therefore, hypothesis 2 is supported. 
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Table 4 The Main and Mediating Effects 
 

Type of the Variable 

WWB NE 

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 

Control 

variable 

gender -.057 -.063 -.089
* 

-.085
*
 .057 .049 

marital status .033 .020 -.008 -.005 .073 .056 

education -.086 -.063 -.055 -.051 -.056 -.028 

position -.087 -.093
*
 -.056 -.065 -.056 -.063 

Relationship with 

ex-leader 
.036 .019 .040 .031 -.008 -.029 

Independent WID  .464
***

  .213
***

  .570
***

 

mediator NE   .563
***

 .441
***

   

F 2.891 20.568 32.918 33.212 2.535 33.425 

R
2
 .039

**
 .247

***
 .345

***
 .374

***
 .034

*
 .348

***
 

△R
2
 .039 .208 .306 .127 .034 .314 

             Note.WID=work-related identity discrepancy, NE=negative emotions, WWB=work withdrawal 

             ***p＜0.001；**p＜0.01；*p＜0.05 
 

BOOTSTRAP test for mediation effect. 
 

BOOTSTRAP test. For further analyze the mediating role of validation of negative emotion, this research uses SPSS 

PROCESS of macro program (Hayes, 2013), the data is 5000 times repeated data sampling, under the 95% confidence 

interval, the BOOTSTRAP method is used to further test the mediation effect of negative emotion, and report the 

mediation variable path and control after the intervening variable, the direct effect of the independent variable on the 

dependent variable.As shown in Table 5, the mediating effect of the test results is .173, and the confidence interval 

[.160, .254] does not include 0, indicating that the mediating effect of negative emotion is significant.In addition, after 

controlling the negative emotion of mediating variables, the direct effect of independent variable work-related identity 

discrepancy on dependent variable work withdrawal behavior was .173, and the confidence interval [.104,.241] did not 

include 0.Therefore, negative emotion plays a mediating role between work-related identity discrepancy and work 

withdrawal behavior. 
 

Table 5  Bootstrap test for mediation effect 
 

Mediator 

Negative emotions 

WID（X）→NE（M）→WWB（Y） 

effect SE LLCI ULCI 

direct effect .173 .035 .104 .241 

indirect effect .206 .024 .160 .254 
 

5. Discussion 
 

This paper mainly focuses on the effect of work-related identity discrepancy on work withdrawal behavior, especially o

n the mediating role of negative emotion. It shows that:(1) work-related identity discrepancy significantly has a positive

 effect on work withdrawal behavior;(2) work-related identity discrepancy significantly has a positive effect on negativ

e emotion;(3) negative emotion significantly has a positive effect on negative emotion;(4)negative emotion mediates th

e main effect positively. 
 

5.1Theoretical implications 
 

Our research mainly contributes to the literature in three aspects. First, there are few studies on the relationship between 

work-related identity discrepancy and work withdrawal behavior in the context of China. Our findings in support of 

work-related identity discrepancy significantly have a positive effect on work withdrawal behavior. Hence, we found a 

new antecedent for work withdrawal behavior. Second, In this study, negative emotion was used as mediating variables 

for the first time to explore the mechanism between work-related identity discrepancy and work withdrawal behavior, 

revealing the black box between them. Finally, most of the research on identity difference focuses on the field of 

psychology in the past, such as self-difference and emotion (Higgins , 1987; Heppen & Ogilvie, 2003), mental health 

(Ferrier & Brewin, 2005), self-identity (Makros & McCabe, 2001), personality (Moretti & Higgins, 1990), but less on 
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management. The study of identity difference in the organizational context of management is also a major contribution 

to this research. 
 

5.2 Management implications 
 

The results of this study show that work-related identity discrepancy has an obvious positive effect on work 

withdrawal. Therefore, the organization should pay more attention to the change in organizational leadership.When 

leaders are replaced, the organization should timely detect the changes of employees, and conduct training intervention 

for employees with work-related identity discrepancy to prevent employees from work withdrawal behavior. In 

addition, we also point out that negative emotion aggravates the association between work-related identity discrepancy 

and work withdrawal behavior.  

 

Therefore, it is necessary to guide employees to establish correct cognition in the organization. For employees with 

negative emotion, the organization should conduct training intervention or carry out employee assistance projects to 

help employees correct their attitudes, maintain an optimistic and positive attitude, actively seek solutions to problems 

and reduce the negative impact of leadership change. 
 

5.3 Limitations and directions for future research  
 

As with all research, our study has some limitations. First, we only collect the cross-sectional data and ignore the 

impact of time effects on variables, which makes it difficult to test the dynamic impact of work-related identity 

discrepancy on work withdrawal behavior. But our hypothesis model agrees with the research conclusion, namely the 

leadership change can be used as a predictor of work withdrawal behavior.  
 

The conclusion is consistent with the findings of the negative side of leadership turnover in organizations. The future 

researchers can use time-series design, and through empirical sampling or field test method to collect horizontal and 

vertical data, which will make it more accurately to grasp the relationship among variables; Second, it uses the single-

source data measurement methods and the conclusions will be influenced easily by the deviation of a common method. 

In this study, employee self-evaluation is used to obtain work withdrawal behavior data. However, employees are likely 

to consider their own face problems and have reservations in filling in the questionnaire. Therefore, other evaluation 

ways are more likely to restore the essence of work withdrawal behavior. In order to reduce measurement deviation, the 

suggestions of Podsakoff can be taken. Through protecting the privacy of interviewees, the concern to employees’ 

evaluation will be lower. At the same time, confirmatory factor analysis was conducted on the data, and the results 

showed that there was a good distinction between the main variables. Therefore, in further research, we may use multi-

source or other assessment methods to obtain data to avoid the impact of the homologous error. 
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