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Workplace loneliness, ego depletion and cyberloafing: Can leader problem-

focused interpersonal emotion management help? 

 

Abstract 

Purpose: This study aims to explore whether and how workplace loneliness leads to 

cyberloafing and the role of leader problem-focused interpersonal emotion 

management in buffering this relationship. 

Design/methodology/approach: Drawing on ego depletion theory, we propose that 

employees’ workplace loneliness leads to cyberloafing via ego depletion, while leader 

interpersonal emotion management (i.e., leadership behavior targeted at managing 

employees’ negative emotions) can help to alleviate the situation. To test our 

predictions, we collected multisource data at three time points from a sample of 219 

employee-colleague dyads. 

Finding: The results show that workplace loneliness is positively related to 

cyberloafing and that ego depletion mediates this relationship. Leader problem-

focused interpersonal emotion management weakens the relationship between 

workplace loneliness and ego depletion and the indirect relationship between 

workplace loneliness and cyberloafing via ego depletion such that the above 

relationships are weak (versus strong) when leader problem-focused interpersonal 

emotion management is high (versus low). 

Originality/value: The study results suggest that workplace loneliness is an important 

hidden danger that leads to cyberloafing because lonely employees suffer more from 

ego depletion. Leaders’ interpersonal emotion management strategy serves as a 

potential buffer for such a negative effect. 

Keywords: Workplace loneliness; Cyberloafing; Ego depletion; Leader interpersonal 

emotion management.  
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1. Introduction 

The internet is an indispensable part of people’s lives and work. It brings 

convenience to the daily work of employees and improves job productivity; however, 

it also tempts employees to engage in cyberloafing, i.e., using the internet for personal 

purposes during working hours (Lim, 2002). Several perspectives emerge, suggesting 

that cyberloafing may lead to both positive and negative effects. For example, 

cyberloafing has been viewed as micro-breaks that allow employees to relax and cope 

with job stressors (Syrek et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2020). Access to personal activities 

through cyberloafing also helps employees manage the boundaries between work life 

and private lives (König and Caner de la Guardia, 2014; Burleson and Greenbaum, 

2019). However, cyberloafing may cause productivity losses (Koay et al., 2017), 

unpredictable liabilities (Mills et al., 2001), and potential risks such as information 

security breaches for the organization (Hu et al., 2015). It could also distract 

employees from job tasks and lead to low work engagement (Syrek et al., 2018), low 

job performance (Askew, 2012; Wu, et al., 2018), and increased psychological 

symptoms such as fatigue (Wu et al., 2020). In many organizations, cyberloafing is 

discouraged and even banned (Henle et al., 2009). Nevertheless, employees may still 

engage in cyberloafing, which has motivated many scholars to search for the reasons 

why cyberloafing occurs. 

Scholars have suggested that employees engage in cyberloafing as a coping 

strategy to replenish the resources consumed by negative emotions (e.g., anger, Zhang 

et al., 2019) that result from unsatisfying job stressors (e.g., abusive supervision, 

Agarwal and Avey, 2020; Lim, et al., 2021; hindrance stressors, Zhou et al., 2021, in 

press). The function of cyberloafing as a coping strategy may vary when dealing with 

different discrete negative emotions. From the perspective of replenishing resources 

and temporarily eliminating negative feelings, it seems that cyberloafing helps 

employees cope with some negative emotions and job stressors. For example, 

cyberloafing activities help employees relax and have fun, negative emotions such as 

anger or sadness decay quickly, and employees replenish their resources through 

cyberloafing. However, when employees resolve cyberloafing to cope with a specific 
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kind of negative emotion, such as workplace loneliness, it could be maladaptive 

because cyberloafing seems to be harmful for employees to reconnect with other 

coworkers (Tandon et al., 2021). Studies in psychology also suggest that loneliness 

may cause the loss of self-control resources (Baumeister et al., 2005; Stavrova et al., 

2022) and lead to problematic addictive behaviors (e.g., gambling, Sirola et al., 2019; 

internet addiction, Bian and Leung, 2015). Despite such evidence, unfortunately, 

whether and how workplace loneliness may lead to cyberloafing and measures to 

mitigate the effects remain underexplored in the extant internet research literature. 

This study thus seeks to empirically test whether workplace loneliness leads to 

cyberloafing via ego depletion and, if so, what can be done to buffer the above-

described relationship. Drawing on ego depletion theory (Muraven and Baumeister, 

2000), we hypothesize that employees who experience workplace loneliness will 

make an effort to regulate unpleasant feelings of loneliness. Such emotion regulation 

efforts will consume employees’ self-regulation resources, thereby leading to the 

weakening of employees’ self-control abilities and eliciting a state of ego depletion 

that increases their tendency to cyberloaf. Fortunately, individuals do not simply rely 

on themselves to regulate their emotions, and the function of interpersonal emotion 

regulation inspires us to consider the buffering effect of leader emotion management. 

We posit that when leaders help employees regulate their negative emotions, 

individuals rely less on their own regulation efforts and conserve the resources 

required for self-emotion regulation, thus mitigating the depletion of self-regulation 

resources caused by workplace loneliness. Figure 1 depicts our research model. 

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

2. Literature review and hypothesis development 

2.1. Literature review of cyberloafing 

Cyberloafing refers to employees’ use of the internet for personal purposes 

during work hours (Lim, 2002). Many scholars refer to Lim’s (2002) definition of 

cyberloafing and treat it as a type of counterproductive work behavior. For example, 

Askew et al. (2014) suggest that cyberloafing is a withdrawal behavior that reflects 
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that employees reduced the amount of time spent working to less than what is 

expected by the organization. Lowe-Calverley and Grieve (2017) view cyberloafing 

as a form of workplace procrastination. Nevertheless, some scholars view 

cyberloafing as a more neutral concept and argue for the potential positive effects of 

such activities. For example, König and Caner de la Guardia (2014) treat cyberloafing 

as boundary-crossing behaviors that allow employees to manage the boundary 

between work life and personal lives. Wu et al. (2020) view cyberloafing as a coping 

behavior in which employees engage to temporarily detach from stressed jobs and 

recover their resources. 

Most cyberloafing studies have focused on understanding the antecedents of 

cyberloafing, including environmental factors, individual differences, and 

psychological factors. There are two perspectives regarding how environmental 

factors influence cyberloafing. The first perspective views cyberloafing as 

counterproductive and tries to examine how interventions from external 

environments, such as control (e.g., perceived sanctions, Henle and Blanchard, 2008; 

punishment, Hensel and Kacprzak, 2021) and monitoring strategies (presence and 

enforcement of formal internet use and monitoring policies, Ugrin and Pearson, 

2013), alert employees and deter cyberloafing. The second perspective views 

cyberloafing as a coping strategy through which employees used to deal with 

unsatisfying working environments. For example, stressful work characteristics (e.g., 

role conflict, Henle and Blanchard, 2008; increased job demands, Elrehail et al., 2021; 

hindrance stressors, Zhou, et al., 2021, in press; job boredom, Pindek et al., 2018; job-

person misfit, Cheng et al., 2020, Zhang, et al., 2019) and unsatisfying workplace 

interpersonal events (e.g., workplace ostracism, Koay, 2018, Hu et al., 2021; 

workplace aggression, Andel et al., 2019; abusive supervision, Agarwal and Avey, 

2020, Lim et al., 2021) were found to lead to cyberloafing. 

Many studies have focused on individual differences to figure out the type of 

employees who are inclined to cyberloaf in the organization, including the Big Five 

personality traits (Andreassen et al., 2014; Yildiz Durak and Saritepeci, 2019), 

external locus of control (Chen et al., 2011), honesty, procrastination (O’Neill et al., 
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2014), emotional stability (Kim et al., 2016), and self-control ability (Zhang et al., 

2015). Moreover, to reveal the underlying psychological mechanism behind 

cyberloafing behaviors, employees’ cognition (justified cognition about cyberloafing, 

Betts et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2016; Lim, 2002; Khansa et al., 2017) and emotion are 

recognized as antecedents of cyberloafing. For example, great pleasure through 

cyberloafing (Stratton, 2010), anger with unfair treatment (Lim, 2002), emotional 

conflicts (Zoghbi Manrique de Lara et al., 2019), and exhaustion (Koay, 2018) 

increase cyberloafing. 

Based on current studies of cyberloafing, it seems that the causes of cyberloafing 

largely vary based on employees’ actual needs and motives. For example, some 

employees deliberately cyberloaf to retaliate to the organization (Agarwal and Avey, 

2020); some employees cannot resist the pleasure feelings induced by cyberloafing 

activities (Stratton, 2010); and some employees need to recover and temporarily 

detach from stressful jobs through cyberloafing (Koay, 2018). Therefore, more 

focused studies are needed to reconcile inconsistent views among the literature. For 

example, when studying the effects of negative emotions on cyberloafing, we need to 

focus on the effect of specific discrete emotions on cyberloafing because employees 

with different emotions usually have different reasons to engage in cyberloafing. In 

this study, we will discuss how a specific kind of negative emotion, such as workplace 

loneliness, influences cyberloafing. The reason for such a focus will be elaborated 

based on the literature review of workplace loneliness. 

2.2. Literature review of workplace loneliness 

2.2.1. Workplace loneliness: Concept distinctiveness from other negative 

emotions and job stressors. 

Workplace loneliness is defined as a negative emotional feeling derived from 

unsatisfying workplace relationships (Wright, 2005), and it is widely recognized as a 

type of job stressor that employees constantly suffer in organizations (Andel et al., 

2021). Since previous studies suggested that employees tend to engage in 

cyberloafing to cope with negative emotions or job stressors, it is necessary to explain 
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how workplace loneliness is different from other negative emotions or reported job 

stressors to highlight the necessity of conducting the present study. 

First, workplace loneliness differs from other negative emotions due to its 

relevance to two self-regulation domains (e.g., emotion regulation and self-regulation 

in social domains), while other negative emotions are generally relevant to the 

emotion regulation process but are not clearly related to self-regulation in the social 

domain (Finkel and Fitzsimons, 2011). Self-regulation efforts are domain-specific 

depending on various self-regulatory goals (e.g., to achieve personal achievement 

goals, to maintain positive rather than negative emotions, to gain satisfying social 

relationships, Vohs and Baumeister, 2016). If we consider only the emotion regulation 

process, cyberloafing could be helpful because such activities allow employees to 

have fun and relax to mitigate negative emotions such as sadness or anger. However, 

cyberloafing may be maladaptive when coping with negative emotions that involve 

different self-regulation domains. For example, when dealing with anxiety (e.g., a 

worrying feeling about failing to achieve challenging goals), even if cyberloafing 

temporarily detaches employees from anxious feelings, it might cause work 

procrastination and be harmful for future personal achievements; consequently, 

cyberloafing may represent a form of self-regulation failure that ultimately increases 

anxiety. In a similar vein, workplace loneliness is different from other negative 

emotions because it is uniquely relevant to self-regulation in social domains. For 

example, Qualter et al. (2015) suggest that loneliness activates individuals’ motivation 

to regulate themselves to reconnect with others; Gardner et al. (2005) propose that 

loneliness triggers a belonging regulation system devoted to maintaining an 

acceptable level of social inclusion for individuals. In terms of reasoning, we cannot 

simply treat cyberloafing as a strategy to mitigate the negative emotional feeling of 

loneliness; we still need to consider the implications of cyberloafing for self-

regulation in the social domain. In line with Tandon et al.’s (2021) opinion, 

cyberloafing tends to isolate employees from coworkers, consequently cutting 

employees off from future connections with coworkers and perpetuating lonely 

feelings. In summary, cyberloafing reflects the potential failure of self-regulation in 
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the social domain, and it is more relevant to workplace loneliness than to other 

negative emotions. 

Second, workplace loneliness is different from the job stressors that have been 

reported as antecedents of cyberloafing. It is widely accepted that job stressors drive 

employees to engage in cyberloafing to replenish consumed resources (Wu et al., 

2020, Elrehail et al., 2021, Zhou, et al., 2021, in press). However, the relationship 

between job stressors and cyberloafing is a very complex picture that needs to be 

further explored. On the one hand, the effects of job stressors on cyberloafing vary 

across job stressors. For example, some job stressors (e.g., role overload, Henle and 

Blanchard 2008; challenge stressors, Zhou et al., 2021, in press) decrease rather than 

increase cyberloafing. On the other hand, employees cope with various job stressors 

for different reasons (to recover, Henle and Blanchard 2008; to retaliate against the 

undesirable treatments in organizations, Lim et al., 2021). It should be further noted 

that workplace loneliness is a unique type of job stressor compared to previously 

reported job stressors. Workplace loneliness is different from job stressors such as 

role conflict (Henle and Blanchard, 2008), job boredom (Pindek et al., 2018), and job-

person misfit (Cheng et al., 2020, Zhang, et al., 2019) because these job stressors are 

more relevant to unsatisfying task characteristics, while workplace loneliness is more 

relevant to nontask characteristics. Specifically, ambiguous and conflicting tasks tend 

to increase role conflicts (Henle and Blanchard, 2008); job boredom is usually 

attributed to inadequately stimulating job tasks (Fisherl, 1993); job-person misfit 

occurs when employees are assigned to job tasks that do not fit with their skills or 

competence (Kristof‐Brown et al., 2005). However, workplace loneliness is more 

relevant to nontask attributes because lonely employees focus more on social 

environmental factors (e.g., interpersonal climate, Wright, 2005) in organizations. 

Workplace loneliness is also different from job stressors such as workplace ostracism 

(Koay, 2018), workplace aggression (Andel et al., 2019), and abusive supervision 

(Agarwal and Avey, 2020) because the presence/absence of these negative 

interpersonal events is not the key factor in predicting workplace loneliness. 

Essentially, workplace loneliness is a subjective feeling that captures employees’ 
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negative emotions derived from the perception of unmet relationships at work. 

Employees may still feel lonely in the absence of negative interpersonal events only 

because they think existing workplace relationships fail to meet their expectations 

(e.g., cannot make friends in organizations, Wright and Silard, 2021). Furthermore, 

when employees suffer from negative interpersonal events (e.g., abusive supervision, 

workplace aggression), they may seek or receive social support from other coworkers, 

suggesting that experiencing negative social events does not necessarily increase 

loneliness. 

2.2.2. Workplace loneliness: existing empirical findings. 

Studies have indicated that workplace loneliness is detrimental for attitudinal 

outcomes such as low job satisfaction (Wright, 2005), low organizational commitment 

(Ertosun and Erdil, 2012), high turnover intention (Ertosun and Erdil, 2012) and 

behavioral outcomes such as low job performance (Ozcelik and Barsade, 2018), low 

creative behavior (Peng et al., 2017), and low organizational citizenship behavior 

(Lam and Lau,2012). If lonely feelings at work are not properly addressed, they 

might lead to emotional exhaustion (Anand and Mishra, 2021), depression (Mushtaq 

et al., 2014), impairment of subjective well-being (Erdil and Ertosun, 2011), and 

physical symptoms, such as low sleep quality (Robinson and Marentette, 2014) and 

high blood pressure (Hawkley et al., 2010). 

Empirical studies in general (not workplace-specific settings) suggest that 

loneliness is positively related to excessive internet usage (Özdemir et al., 2014), 

smartphone addiction (Mahapatra, 2019), and online gambling (Sirola et al., 2019). 

This line of research theorizes that problematic internet behaviors are maladaptive 

forms of coping behaviors for lonely individuals (Melodia et al., 2022). Even if the 

virtual internet world provides a temporary shelter for lonely individuals to avoid 

unsatisfying real-world interactions, such avoidance coping behaviors will perpetuate 

the lonely feeling since the online interaction has been viewed as superficial 

(Morahan-Martin and Schumacher, 2003). Considering the existing studies about the 

relationships between loneliness and increased internet usage, we think it is possible 
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that workplace loneliness also increases cyberloafing as a maladaptive coping 

behavior. 

According to ego depletion theory (Muraven and Baumeister 2000), the resources 

used by individuals for self-regulation functions are essential but limited, and the 

process of self-regulation functions will consume these resources; consequently, 

individuals experience ego depletion. Emotional inhibition or exaggeration requires 

the consumption of limited emotion-regulation resources, which could result in ego 

depletion (Diestel et al., 2015). In the psychological state of ego depletion, 

individuals’ self-control ability declines, which makes it more difficult for them to 

resist the temptation of cyberloafing even if such behaviors may bring potential costs 

(Wagner et al., 2012). In particular, cyberloafing is more likely to be a type of 

temptation that requires lonely workers to avoid because such behaviors may get them 

isolated and alienated from coworkers (Tandon et al., 2021), which causes long-term 

costs for their reconnections to coworkers. Therefore, it is important to investigate this 

issue and seek appropriate mitigation strategies. 

2.3. Hypothesis development 

2.3.1. The direct effect of workplace loneliness on cyberloafing 

Many studies suggest that negative emotions increase self-regulation failure and 

trigger self-defeating behaviors, such as alcohol consumption (Witkiewitz and 

Villarroel, 2009) and excessive internet usage (LaRose et al., 2003). Cyberloafing 

brings immediate pleasures and distracts individuals’ attention away from job tasks 

(Wagner et al., 2012) or learning activities (Wu et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2021). Lonely 

employees may feel a strong need to immerse themselves in cyberloafing activities. 

Moreover, lonely employees tend to ruminate over negative feelings, neglect to 

monitor their behaviors (Wagner and Heatherton, 2014), and thus succumb to the 

temptation of cyberloafing. Empirically, previous studies have found that loneliness is 

related to smartphone addiction (Bian and Leung, 2015) and online gambling (Sirola 

et al., 2019). These findings also imply the possibility of a positive relationship 
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between workplace loneliness and cyberloafing. Therefore, we propose the following 

hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Workplace loneliness is positively related to cyberloafing. 

2.3.2. The mediating role of ego depletion 

Ego depletion depicts a state wherein the self does not have sufficient self-

regulation resources, and the factors that trigger the expenditure of self-control 

resources may cause ego depletion (Muraven and Baumeister, 2000). First, as 

Muraven (2012) suggests, ego depletion occurs any time an individual overrides, 

inhibits, stops, or changes an emotion. To cope with workplace loneliness, employees 

must expend self-control resources. However, it is difficult to suppress 

negative emotions, and attempts to do so are cognitively demanding and unlikely to 

be successful (Wagner and Heatherton, 2014); as a result, employees may end up with 

ego depletion. Second, Muraven (2012) also suggests that demanding interpersonal 

interactions also increase ego depletion. Lonely individuals usually feel anxious and 

incompetent to rebuild good relationships with others (Jones et al., 1990), and their 

strong desire for reconnection to others ironically makes them try too hard in 

interpersonal interactions, which eventually leads to ego depletion. Therefore, we 

infer that workplace loneliness will increase ego depletion. 

When employees suffer from ego depletion because of workplace loneliness, 

they are more likely to become distracted from job tasks and thus engage in 

cyberloafing. Cyberloafing usually contains abundant stimuli that provide immediate 

gratification; in contrast, job tasks are mundane and require persistent efforts from 

employees. Ego-depleted individuals may be vulnerable to the temptation to engage in 

activities that bring instant pleasure because they usually underestimate the time in 

which they indulge in such activities (Muraven, 2012). Several studies have suggested 

that ego-depleted employees have low abilities to inhibit the impulse to search for 

immediate pleasures (e.g., through drinking alcohol, Sayre et al., 2020 and unhealthy 

eating, Liu et al., 2017). Thus, we infer that lonely employees tend to suffer ego 

depletion, which makes them less likely to resist temptation to cyberloaf despite the 
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expectation that they need to focus on persistence-based job tasks. We therefore 

propose the following: 

Hypothesis 2: Ego depletion mediates the relationship between workplace 

loneliness and cyberloafing. 

2.3.3. The moderating role of leader problem-focused interpersonal emotion 

management 

Leader interpersonal emotion management (IEM) refers to leaders’ attempts to 

influence followers’ undesirable emotional state as opposed to followers’ internal or 

personal emotion regulation (Richard, 2020). Little et al. (2016) conceptualized two 

types of leader IEM strategies: problem-focused (situation modification, cognitive 

change) and emotion-focused (attention deployment, emotional response regulation). 

Within problem-focused strategies, situation modification refers to the leader’s 

modification of certain aspects of a situation such that the problem causing negative 

emotions no longer exists. Cognitive change refers to a leader making changes such 

that the employee perceives the problem from a different perspective and can interpret 

it in a positive way (Little et al., 2016). In contrast, emotion-focused strategies cannot 

alleviate sources of negative emotions in the environment. For instance, attentional 

deployment can only distract followers from negative emotions momentarily, while 

the causes in the follower’s environment are neither mitigated nor resolved. The usage 

of modulating the emotional response conveys to followers that their emotions must 

be suppressed, and followers may view leaders using such a strategy as apathetic 

regarding their situations. Little et al. (2016) found that a leader’s problem-focused 

IEM can enhance leader-follower interaction, while emotion-focused strategies obtain 

less positive outcomes. Therefore, we infer that leader problem-focused IEM rather 

than emotion-focused IEM helps alleviate the ego depletion of lonely employees. 

According to social baseline theory (Coan and Maresh, 2014), having access to 

social regulation resources will help individuals conserve regulation resources and 

return to their baseline state. This theory has been used to explain the moderating role 

of interpersonal emotion regulation between negative emotions and regulation efforts. 
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For example, Coan et al. (2006) show that when individuals suffer from threatening 

feelings, the presence of interpersonal regulation from a familiar partner reduces brain 

activation in circuits associated with effortful emotion regulation. Lougheed et al. 

(2016) suggest that mothers who touch and comfort their daughters will share the load 

derived from their daughters’ efforts to deal with stressful feelings. Thiel et al. (2018) 

also suggest that leaders’ problem-focused IEM mitigates the impacts of negative 

emotions (e.g., threatening) on subsequent outcomes (e.g., interpersonal cooperation). 

Similarly, in the context of this study, as leaders with high problem-focused IEM will 

share followers’ emotional load and offer supporting resources to address the causes 

of feelings of loneliness, employees will rely less on their own resources to manage 

workplace loneliness and thereby avoid the loss of self-regulation resources and 

reduce the possibility of ego depletion. Hence, we propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3: Leader problem-focused IEM moderates the relationship between 

workplace loneliness and ego depletion such that the relationship between 

workplace loneliness and ego depletion is stronger when leader problem-focused 

IEM is low than when leader problem-focused IEM is high. 

The intervention of leader problem-focused IEM helps employees adjust their 

emotions from workplace loneliness and reduces the likelihood of ego depletion. 

Under this condition, employees will have sufficient self-regulation resources and will 

not feel ego-depleted; thus, they will be able to resist cyberloafing. Therefore, we 

hypothesize the following: 

Hypothesis 4: Leader problem-focused IEM moderates the positive indirect 

effect of workplace loneliness on cyberloafing via ego depletion such that such a 

positive indirect effect is stronger when leader problem-focused IEM is low than 

when leader problem-focused IEM is high. 

3. Method 

3.1. Participants 
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For our research, we first secured consent and support from human resources 

managers in three internet companies1 and obtained lists of employees who we then 

contacted. We explained the purpose of our study to those employees and invited 

them to participate in the survey. To avoid the potential for same-source common 

method bias, the cyberloafing behavior of the focal employee was rated by a 

colleague, not by the employee herself or himself, and the data were collected at three 

time points, with a month interval between each time point. To avoid social 

desirability, we designed the data collecting materials and procedures following the 

suggestions of Walzenbach (2019). First, we used a self-administered survey 

procedure instead of personal or telephone interviews. Second, we provided a clear 

explanation of the survey (e.g., academic usage rather than evaluative purpose) and 

reassured the employees that the answers they provided would be confidential. Third, 

we checked all the items of the questionnaire to ensure that the wording of the 

questions was neutral rather than positive or negative. 

Incentives were offered to participate in our study. Specifically, the participants 

who completed the Time 1 survey were rewarded 10 Chinese RMB yuan 

(approximately 1.5 US dollars). To motivate the focal employees and their colleagues 

to enroll in surveys at Time 2 and Time 3, they were offered an additional 10 Chinese 

RMB yuan each time. Due to the incentive effect of pay-for-participation, our study 

had a very high response rate across the three waves. At Time 1, we invited the 

employees to fill out paper-and-pencil questionnaires reporting their demographic 

information, workplace loneliness, leader IEM, and the controls (responses =292). At 

Time 2, we distributed ego depletion measures to the employees who finished the 

Time 1 survey (responses = 254). At Time 3, we collected the cyberloafing data. 

Before the survey, we asked the focal employee to provide a list of colleagues whose 

 
1 According to Lim and Teo (2005), to study employee internet behaviors, it is better to collect data 

with working adults who have access at work to the internet. Different from other industries in which 

internet access may not so essential (e.g., assembly line workers in the manufacturing industry), 

employees in the internet companies are more familiar with internet usage, they usually have easy 

access to the internet. 
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office desk was near him or her and who could observe his or her computer screen2. 

We randomly selected one of the colleagues who could observe the computer screen 

of the focal employee to report the cyberloafing behavior of the focal employee. As 

suggested by prior research (Askew et al., 2014, 2019), colleague-rated cyberloafing 

is an effective approach to reduce the impact of common method variance and social 

desirability on the results. The final sample in our study included 219 employee-

colleague dyads (response rate of 61.34%). The demographic information about the 

focal employees is presented in Table Ⅰ. 

[Insert Table Ⅰ about here] 

3.2. Measures 

All construct measures are based on the existing ones in the literature in English. 

They were first translated into Chinese and then back-translated into English 

following standard translation/back-translation procedures (Brislin 1970). 

Specifically, the English version of the questionnaire was first translated into Chinese 

by two doctoral students majoring in business administration who are not only 

familiar with the constructs in the field of organizational behavior research but also 

have high levels of English proficiency. The back-translation was conducted by two 

bilingual (English, Chinese) postgraduate students. Finally, the translation team made 

iterative adaptations to resolve any inconsistencies between the translated Chinese 

version and the original English version questionnaire. 

Workplace loneliness: Workplace loneliness was measured using Lam and Lau’s 

(2012) 4-item scale. The sample items included “At work, people are around me but 

not with me” (1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree; Cronbach’s α =0.87). 

 
2 Three procedures were designed to avoid colleagues’ underestimation of the focal employees’ cyberloafing due to their hiding of cyberloafing. First, the 

focal employees were informed of the general purpose of our study (e.g., academic usage rather than evaluative purpose), and the measurement of cyberloafing 

was not mentioned. Second, researchers directly contacted the colleague of the focal employee to complete questionnaires to decrease the focal employees’ 

awareness of the evaluation. Third, the guidance for cyberloafing items pertains to previous daily observation before the survey time (when focal employees 

selected the colleagues). To be noted, if the focal employees’ hiding of cyberloafing inevitably causes colleagues’ lower evaluation for cyberloafing, our data 

can be seen as a conservative test of the hypothesized relationships, because when employees are not deliberately hiding their cyberloafing, the effect may be 

stronger. 
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Cyberloafing: Cyberloafing was measured using Lim and Teo’s (2005) 13-item 

scale. The sample items included “visit general news websites” and “check nonwork-

related e-mail” (1= never, 5= always; Cronbach’s α = 0.92). 

Ego depletion: Ego depletion was measured using Lanaj, Johnson and Barnes’ 

(2014) 5-item scale. The sample items included “it would take much effort for me to 

concentrate on something” (1=strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree; Cronbach’s α = 

0.93). 

Leader problem-focused IEM: Leader problem-focused IEM was measured using 

Little et al.’s (2016) 10-item scale. The sample items included “My supervisor 

removes the negative aspects of situations that are negatively impacting me” 

(1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree; Cronbach’s α = 0.93). 

Control variables: We included gender, age, education, organizational tenure, 

and dyadic tenure as control variables following Lim and Chen (2012). In addition, 

we controlled for sleep quality (e.g., “During the past 30 days, how would you rate 

your sleep quality overall?”; Hammer et al., 2020) because it can predict cyberloafing, 

and such an effect can also be explained by ego-depletion theory (Wagner et al., 

2012). We also controlled for workplace ostracism (e.g., “My coworkers ignore me at 

work”; Cronbach’s α= 0.87; Peng and Zeng, 2016), as it may be related to loneliness 

such that employees who suffer ostracism may feel isolated in the workplace. Finally, 

since leader problem-focused IEM is a dimension of leader IEM, to rule out 

alternative explanations, we controlled for the effect of leader emotion-focused IEM 

(e.g., “My supervisor distracts my attention from the aspects of problems causing 

undesired negative emotions in me”; Cronbach’s α= 0.89; Little et al., 2016). We also 

controlled for the moderating effect of emotion-focused IEM while testing the 

moderating effect of problem-focused IEM. 

3.3. Analytic approach 

We first used SPSS 23.0 for descriptive analysis and correlation analysis of the 

main variables. Next, Amos 23.0 was used for confirmatory factor analysis (Agarwal 

and Avey, 2020; Cheng et al., 2020). For hypothesis testing, we used structural 



 

16 

 

equation modeling techniques in Mplus 8.3 and combined them with the 

bootstrapping method to estimate the significance of the proposed relationships. 

4. Results 

4.1. Descriptive statistics 

Table Ⅱ shows the means, standard deviations, correlation coefficients, and 

reliability of the variables. Workplace loneliness was significantly positively 

correlated with ego depletion (r = 0.28, p< 0.001) and cyberloafing (r = 0.31, p< 

0.001). Ego depletion was positively correlated with cyberloafing (r = 0.34, p< 

0.001). 

[Insert Table Ⅱ about here] 

The results of confirmatory factor analyses showed that the six-factor model 

including workplace ostracism, workplace loneliness, ego depletion, cyberloafing, 

leader problem-focused IEM and leader emotion-focused IEM (χ2 = 193.06, df = 124, 

RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.05, CFI = 0.97, TLI=0.96, NFI=0.92) fit the data better 

than the five-factor models and the single-factor model (∆χ2 s ≥53.65, ∆df s ≥5, p < 

0.001). These results provide support for the validity of the study variables. The 

detailed results are available upon request. 

4.2. Common method variance 

We utilized multiwave and multisource data collection methods to reduce 

common method bias. However, given that some variables were still self-reported by 

the focal employee (e.g., workplace loneliness, leader problem-focused IEM, leader 

emotion-focused IEM, ego depletion, sleep quality, workplace ostracism), it was 

necessary to check whether common method bias was present. Therefore, we 

conducted two procedures to ensure that common method bias was not a serious 

concern (Podsakoff et al., 2003). First, we performed Harman’s single-factor test 

(Harman, 1976). The results showed that the highest value among the factors that 

accounted for the variance in the data were 24.15% (less than 50%), which suggests 

that common method variance is not a concern. Second, we used a partial correlation 

procedure described by Podsakoff et al. (2003) and partialled out a general method 
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factor, which is the first unrotated factor generated from the exploratory factor 

analysis of the self-reported items. If the partial correlations between those relevant 

variables remain significant, then the observed relationships are less likely to be 

contaminated by common method variance. The partial correlation results are quite 

similar to those of correlations, and they share the same pattern of significance, which 

suggests that common method variance is not a significant problem. The detailed 

results are available upon request. 

4.3. Hypothesis testing 

4.2.1. Main Effects and Mediating Effects 

Hypothesis 1 proposed a positive relationship between workplace loneliness and 

cyberloafing. The overall fit of the main effects model was acceptable (χ2 = 267.69, df 

= 134, RMSEA = 0.07, SRMR = 0.06, CFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.90). As shown in Figure 

2a, the path coefficient from workplace loneliness to cyberloafing was positive and 

significant (β = 0.30, p < 0.01), supporting Hypothesis 13. 

[Insert Figure 2a and Figure 2b about here] 

Hypothesis 2 posited that ego depletion mediates the relationship between 

workplace loneliness and cyberloafing. The overall fit of the mediating effects model 

was acceptable (χ2 = 400.79, df = 225, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.06, CFI = 0.92, 

TLI = 0.91). As shown in Figure 2b, the indirect effect between workplace loneliness 

and cyberloafing via ego depletion was significant (β = 0.08, p<0.05). To check the 

robustness of mediating effects, we followed the suggestion by Nitzl et al. (2016) by 

using PLS-SEM techniques to test the mediating effects in Smart PLS software 

(Wong, 2013). The results indicated that ego depletion has a significant indirect effect 

 
3 Despite not being the focus of our study, we also included some other types of negative emotions 

(e.g., anger, anxiety, and depression) in the empirical model to test the incremental predictive effect of 

workplace loneliness on cyberloafing. In addition, the results showed that workplace loneliness still 

significantly predicted cyberloafing (β = 0.21, p < 0.01) while controlling the effects of anger, anxiety 

and depression. 
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between workplace loneliness and cyberloafing (β = 0.07, p < 0.05), thus confirming 

Hypothesis 2. 

4.2.2 Moderating Effects and Moderated Mediation Effects 

Hypothesis 3 proposed that leader problem-focused IEM moderates the 

relationship between workplace loneliness and ego depletion. As shown in Figure 3a, 

the moderating effect of leader problem-focused IEM was significant (β = -0.62, p < 

0.01). The results of the simple slope analysis indicated that workplace loneliness was 

positively related to ego depletion when leader problem-focused IEM was low (β = 

0.44, p < 0.001), whereas workplace loneliness was not significantly related to ego 

depletion when leader problem-focused IEM was high (β = 0.05, p = 0.62). Similar to 

the simple slope analysis results, as shown in Figure 3b, the positive relationship 

between workplace loneliness and ego-depletion was stronger at low levels of leader 

problem-focused IEM, and this positive relationship between workplace loneliness 

and ego-depletion seemed to disappear when leader problem-focused IEM was high. 

Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was supported. 

[Insert Figure 3a and Figure 3b about here] 

Hypothesis 4 predicted that the positive indirect effect of workplace loneliness on 

employees’ cyberloafing via ego depletion is moderated by leader problem-focused 

IEM. Specifically, the indirect effect of ego depletion between workplace loneliness 

and cyberloafing is stronger when leader problem-focused IEM is low than when 

leader problem-focused IEM is high. Using the path difference analysis method, we 

calculated the total indirect effects and differences of “workplace loneliness -> ego 

depletion -> cyberloafing” at high and low levels of leader problem-focused IEM. The 

results presented in Table Ⅲ show that when leader problem-focused IEM is high, the 

indirect effect of ego depletion between workplace loneliness and cyberloafing is not 

significant (β = -0.01; 95% CI = -0.06, 0.03, including zero), whereas when leader 

problem-focused IEM is low, the indirect effect of ego depletion between workplace 

loneliness and cyberloafing is significant (β = 0.22; 95% CI = 0.06, 0.38, excluding 

zero); the difference is also significant (β = 0.23; 95% CI = 0.06, 0.41, excluding 
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zero). These results indicate that the indirect effect of ego depletion between 

workplace loneliness and cyberloafing is stronger when leader problem-focused IEM 

is low than when leader problem-focused IEM is high. Thus, Hypothesis 4 was 

supported. 

[Insert Table Ⅲ about here] 

5. Discussion 

This study examines the effects of workplace loneliness and employee 

cyberloafing with ego depletion as a mediator and leader problem-focused IEM as a 

moderator. The results support the research model and its hypotheses, which have 

significant implications for both theory and practice. 

5.1. Theoretical implications 

The study has several important theoretical implications. First, it contributes to 

the cyberloafing literature by identifying a new antecedent of cyberloafing behaviors. 

Previous research has found that personal factors such as demographic and trait 

variables and situational factors such as job characteristics are the major antecedents 

of employees’ cyberloafing (Lim and Chen, 2012; Jia and Jia, 2013). The present 

study explores the issue of cyberloafing from the perspective of employee negative 

emotion and reveals that workplace loneliness can be one of the reasons for employee 

cyberloafing. This finding corroborates several previous studies that suggest that 

unsatisfying working experiences trigger increased cyberloafing (Pindek et al., 2018; 

Andel et al., 2019). Furthermore, as workplace loneliness depicts employees’ negative 

feelings about unsatisfying social relationships at work, our study provides further 

evidence to support that unsatisfying social interaction in organizations, such as 

workplace ostracism and workplace aggression, may trigger cyberloafing (Koay, 

2018; Andel et al., 2019). 

Second, the study advances our understanding of employee cyberloafing by 

integrating the perspectives of emotion regulation and ego depletion. Our findings 

provide further evidence that when individuals lack self-control resources or abilities, 



 

20 

 

they find it difficult to resist temptation to cyberloaf (Mercado et al., 2017). Different 

from previous studies that emphasize self-control as a personality trait (Restubog et 

al., 2011) or the replenishment of self-control resources by sleeping well at night 

(Wagner et al., 2012), our study reveals a different situation in which employees are 

more susceptible to the temptation of cyberloafing, i.e., when employees experience 

lonely feelings in the workplace, they invest self-control resources to regulate those 

negative feelings, resulting in ego depletion. Moreover, the present study also adds 

new findings to the line of research about negative emotions and self-regulation 

failure for employees. Previous studies suggest that workplace negative emotions 

trigger increased self-regulation failure after work (overeating Liu et al., 2017 and 

drinking alcohol, Sayre et al., 2020), and the present study suggests that negative 

emotions may also trigger cyberloafing as a form of self-regulation failure during 

work time, which is worthy of more management attention. 

Finally, by revealing the moderating role of leader problem-focused IEM, the 

present study also contributes to the fledgling leader interpersonal emotion 

management literature. Prior studies have revealed several effects of leader problem-

focused IEM for promoting positive interpersonal outcomes, such as enhancing 

leader-member exchange and trust in dyadic leader-follower relationships (Little et 

al., 2012), reducing conflict and facilitating cooperation among group members (Thiel 

et al., 2018). In contrast with previous studies, the present study suggests that leader 

problem-focused IEM helps employees reduce negative feelings (e.g., workplace 

loneliness), benefit from better self-regulation, avoid ego depletion and reduce 

cyberloafing. This result adds new evidence to support the idea that the function of 

effective leader IEM is to help employees prevent resource drain and burnout in 

organizations (Martínez-Íñigo et al., 2015; Kaplan et al., 2014). 

5.2. Practical implications 

Our findings have several important practical implications. First, workplace 

loneliness is an important hidden danger that leads to cyberloafing. Organizations 

should pay attention to the potential harm caused by employees’ workplace loneliness 
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and apply certain interventions to avoid negative outcomes for workplace loneliness. 

For example, organizations should pay special attention to the times when lonely 

feelings may easily occur (e.g., when employees have recently entered the 

organization, Nelson, 1987). Organizations should conduct more team-building 

activities to build an inclusive organization to reduce employees’ loneliness (Basit et 

al., 2019). When employees suffer from feelings of loneliness, organizations can also 

engage in interventions to help lonely employees. Such interventions may include 

establishing employee assistance programs to help lonely workers change the 

maladaptive social cognitions to which lonelier people are prone, offering social 

support for lonely employees, and seeking opinions from lonely employees to help 

improve the interpersonal environment around them (Ozcelik and Barsade, 2018). 

Second, given that ego depletion is a vital internal mechanism of workplace 

loneliness in inducing cyberloafing behavior, organizations should try to conduct 

activities to mitigate employees’ ego depletion, such as tea breaks, relaxation training, 

and entertainment (Scheel et al., 2017). As such activities can to a certain extent help 

prevent the loss of resources and promote the recovery of resources, it is suggested 

that organizations organize relaxation activities during work breaks such as tea 

breaks, relaxation training, and entertainment. 

Finally, compared with low leader IEM, employees under high leader IEM 

conditions are less likely to engage in cyberloafing behaviors resulting from 

workplace loneliness and ego depletion. Our study thus suggests a more positive and 

productive approach to managing and preventing potential cyberloafing behavior by 

helping employees resolve their negative emotional issues. Most organizations treat 

cyberloafing as a form of counterproductive behavior. In terms of reasoning, many 

management practitioners often focus on how to design policies to stop cyberloafing 

by imposing harsh punishments or using sophisticated monitoring systems (Henle et 

al., 2009). Our findings imply that one of the fundamental solutions for preventing 

cyberloafing is for organization leaders to help their employees deal with the potential 

negative events that drive them to cyberloaf. For example, if leaders can help alleviate 

employees’ negative emotions such as loneliness, employees can easily return their 
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focus to their tasks (Little et al., 2016). Leaders could attempt to modify certain 

aspects of a work situation to mitigate employees’ loneliness; they could also help 

employees perceive those problems in positive ways. 

5.3. Limitations and future directions 

This study has a few limitations. First, the sample of the present study comes 

from China, and it is not clear whether our findings can be generalized to other 

cultures. Cross-cultural studies suggest that individuals from Eastern cultures have 

higher levels of dependent self-construal and tend to place greater weight on 

workplace relationship satisfaction. However, individuals in Western cultural contexts 

have higher independent self-construal, and the quality of workplace relationships 

may be less important. Therefore, future studies should also examine whether the 

results can be generalized to Western cultures. Second, in the current study, we focus 

only on the moderating role of leaders’ problem-focused IEM; however, leaders can 

also help employees mitigate unpleasant emotional feelings and evoke positive 

emotions from employees by exhibiting positive behaviors and expressing positive 

emotions. Therefore, future studies may investigate the moderating effects of different 

positive leadership modes (e.g., humble leadership, D’Errico and Poggi, 2019; 

benevolent leadership). Third, our study shows that loneliness, as a type of negative 

emotion derived from poor workplace relationships, could trigger ego depletion and 

cyberloafing. Future research may examine other types of discrete negative emotions 

(e.g., hatred, fear, anxiety) that are generated from negative interpersonal interactions 

such as bullying and ridiculization (D’Errico and Poggi, 2016). Finally, although we 

use a multisource, time-lagged survey design to reduce common method variance, we 

encourage future research to adopt experimental designs to draw causal conclusions. 

In particular, we think it will be very insightful to investigate the dynamic causal 

relationship between workplace loneliness and cyberloafing, as it is possible that 

when employees immerse themselves on the internet, they will be less likely to 

improve their relationships with their coworkers; in turn, feelings of loneliness will be 

further strengthened. 
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6. Conclusion 

Workplace loneliness could lead to cyberloafing because it increases ego 

depletion, which could reduce individuals’ subsequent behavioral control. However, 

the ego-depleting implications of workplace loneliness can be mitigated by leaders’ 

problem-focused IEM strategies. To prevent employees from resorting to 

cyberloafing, leaders can help employees adjust their negative emotions proactively 

through cognitive change and situation modification. 
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Table Ⅰ. Demographic information about the focal employees. 

Focal employee information Frequency Percentage 

Gender 

 

Male 96 43.84% 

Female 123 56.16% 

Education Junior college students or below 79 36.07% 

Undergraduate students 131 59.82% 

Postgraduates or above 4 1.83% 

Others 5 2.28% 

Organizational 

Tenure 

less than 1 year 2 0.91% 

1–5 years 142 64.84% 

6–10 years 29 13.24% 

more than 10 years 46 21.01% 

Dyadic Tenure less than 1 year 18 8.22% 

1–5 years 155 70.77% 

6–10 years 30 13.70% 

more than 10 years 16 7.31% 
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Table Ⅱ. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the study variables. 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Education           

2. Organizational tenure -0.15*          

3. Dyadic tenure 0.09 0.19**         

4. Sleep quality 0.04 0.15* 0.05        

5. Workplace ostracism -0.03 -0.13* -0.05 -0.11 -0.87      

6. Workplace loneliness -0.04 -0.10 -0.07 -0.07 0.21** -0.90     

7. Ego depletion -0.02 -0.16* -0.08 -0.14* 0.17* 0.28*** -0.90    

8. Cyberloafing -0.05 -0.23*** -0.04 -0.12 0.33*** 0.31*** 0.34*** -0.95   

9. Leader problem-

focused IEM 
0.04 0.13 0.11 0.03 0.01 -0.141* -0.01 -0.26*** -0.95  

10. Leader emotion-

focused IEM 
-0.12 0.09 0.07 0.06 0.04 -0.09 0.06 -0.05 0.42*** -0.89 

Mean 1.68 7.27 4.07 3.32 2.34 1.97 2.60 2.35 3.65 3.22  

SD 0.55 9.06 4.76 0.96 0.89 0.94 0.71 0.92 0.71 0.72 

Note: N = 219, *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. 

SD = standard deviation. Reliability coefficients are reported along the diagonal. 
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Table Ⅲ Results of the moderated mediating effect analysis. 

 Indirect effect SE 95% Confidence Interval 

Low leader problem-focused IEM 

(−1SD) 

0.22 0.08 [0.06, 0.38] 

High leader problem-focused IEM 

(+1SD) 

-0.01 0.02 [-0.06, 0.03] 

Difference 0.23 0.09 [0.06, 0.41] 

Notes: N = 219, bootstrap samples =1,000. 
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Figure 1. Theoretical model. 
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Figure 2a. The SEM results for the main effect model 

 

Note: The path coefficients of gender, age, education, organizational tenure, and 

dyadic tenure were omitted for presentation parsimony. N = 219, ** p < 0.01. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2b. The SEM results for the mediating effect model 

 

Note: The path coefficients of gender, age, education, organizational tenure, and dyadic 

tenure were omitted for presentation parsimony. N = 219, ** p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. 
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Figure 3a. The SEM results for the moderated mediating effect model 

 

Note: The path coefficients of gender, age, education, organizational tenure, and dyadic tenure 

were omitted for presentation parsimony. N = 219, *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. 

 

  

Figure 3b. The interactive effect of workplace loneliness and leader problem-focused 

IEM on ego depletion 
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