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Abstract: The growth of e-commerce in China can be regarded as a significant factor in the increase
in occupational stress and the voluntary turnover of courier drivers. This paper aims to investigate
selected occupational stress factors behind the turnover intentions of Chinese courier drivers. Using
data from 229 couriers employed at the largest delivery companies in China, this study applies
structural equation modelling to investigate not only the direct relationships between job-stress
factors and turnover intentions but also the extent to which workload indirectly mediates turnover
intentions among couriers. The results indicate that a combination of high workload with social
stressors leads to turnover intentions. In particular, it was found that workload completely mediated
the relationship between both the independent variables and the intention to leave the industry,
suggesting that when workloads are high, the net effect of negative work experiences with regard to
verbal aggression and ambiguous customer expectations increases the likelihood of an intention to
leave the industry. Although restricted to China, this is one of the first studies investigating the effects
of courier drivers’ job stressors which highlights the importance of delivery companies working with
staff to mitigate job stressors to reduce turnover intention.

Keywords: courier; occupational stress; turnover intention; China

1. Introduction

In recent years, e-commerce has grown rapidly in China and represents, with 40.1 billion
delivered parcels in 2017, more than 50 percent of global deliveries [1]. This e-commerce
growth also led to a growth in courier drivers by 130 percent between January 2014 and
November 2017, bringing the total to more than 1.2 million Chinese courier drivers [2,3].
However, Chinese couriers are largely unskilled and face harsh working conditions with
25 percent of the couriers working more than 12 h per day, 7 days a week, delivering
150–300 parcels a day [4]. These conditions have led to high voluntary turnovers of couriers,
with 50 percent leaving the courier job within a year and 80 percent between six months
and three years [5].

Previous studies that have shown that occupational stress is a considerable deter-
minant of turnover intention [6–9] and extensive research has been undertaken to in-
vestigate the occupational stress factors behind the voluntary turnovers and turnover
intentions [10,11]. The most influential stress-related models, including the Karasek [12]
demand-control model or the effort-reward imbalance model [13,14], consist of specific
predictors of occupational stress or other stress-related factors [15,16].

For example, a study found that the antecedents of occupational stress can be re-
lated to work overload, low social standing, or demanding social interactions, leading to
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turnover [17]. Other studies show that emotional and sentimental exhaustion, depersonal-
ization, role ambiguity, and decline in self-fulfillment [18], as well as higher work demand
and lower work autonomy, were associated with higher turnover intentions [6]. Cho and
Lewis [19] argue that age and experience also lead to turnover intentions; thus, turnovers
are shown to be particularly high among new workers.

However, most research was conducted in Western countries with a high degree
of professional homogeneity in the sample selection [9,20–23]. Moreover, only a few
studies have focused on the logistics sector and the courier, express, and parcel (CEP)
industry [24–29]. As a consequence, research on occupational stress factors that may
influence turnover intentions remains limited, particularly in a Chinese context. This
paper aims to fill that gap by investigating selected occupational stress factors behind the
turnover intentions of Chinese courier drivers.

In order to analyze the factors behind the turnover intentions, a survey was con-
ducted among the seven most influential CEP companies in China. Using a mediation
model to test the direct and indirect relationships between job stressors (verbal aggression,
ambiguous customer expectations, and workload) and turnover intentions, this paper
attempts to provide meaningful insight into the correlation between customer-related and
non-customer-related job stressors and turnover intentions.

In particular, the contribution of this study is threefold. First, as most research focuses
on Western countries, the study will provide insights into the Chinese market. Second,
the study will focus specifically on courier, express, and parcel (CEP) companies, thereby
contributing to the knowledge in this under-researched area regarding voluntary turnover.
Third, this paper will highlight the relevant factors and relationships behind turnover
intentions, thereby providing a theoretical foundation for researchers and managers to
develop tools for human resource (HR) management.

This paper is structured as follows: in the next section, we provide an overview about
the occupational stress factors, present the structural model, and develop the hypotheses.
This is followed by the methodology and subsequently, in the next section, the analysis
and the presentation of the results. Then, the results are discussed, and we conclude
with a summary of the results, highlight the limitations of the study, and suggest future
research directions.

2. Occupational Stress Factors in the Logistics Industry

The CEP industry in China is a labor-intensive industry and courier drivers—as
frontline workers—represent a crucial role in the delivery process. In addition, although
technological developments have made a considerable contribution to the logistics in-
dustry [30–37], delivering parcels in China does not seem to be an easy task: the China
Federation of Logistics & Purchasing [38] found that the number of parcels that need to
be delivered often exceeds an average of 150 packs per day with almost 40 percent of the
couriers working more than ten hours a day in a six-day week. This workload may lead to
increased job or occupational stress, which is defined as having physiological as well as
physical impacts on workers, including mental, physical, or emotional burdens involving
work [39] and takes place when there is a divergence between the workplace demand and
the capability of the person to execute the demands [40].

Scholars found that occupational stress negatively affects customer service (Karatepe et al.,
2009) and the work performance of frontline service workers [41–45]. However, as frontline
service workers represent a crucial part of service companies, understanding the related
occupational stress antecedents and consequences can be regarded as a critical field for
scholars and managers in their respective HR agendas [46]. The courier drivers’ frequent
intense face-to-face interactions with clients are important touchpoints during a delivery.
However, the delivery handover does not require the final customer to be respectful or
polite and courier drivers are expected to deliver parcels to all clients, including impolite,
insulting, and even abusive customers [47]. Within the hospitality industry, Harris and
Reynolds [48] found that up to 70 percent of clients mistreated frontline service workers
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verbally and intentionally for financial benefits. Thus, philosophies such as ‘the customer
is king’ and ‘the customer is always right’ represent an uneven relationship between clients
and frontline workers [49], requiring, for example, courier drivers ‘to serve customers with
a smile’ even when subject to verbal aggression. Moreover, customers may have ambiguous
expectations that are largely outside of the company’s control but have a considerable
impact on the frontline workers’ stress [50].

Given long working times and high pressure to deliver packages, the workload of
couriers in China may exacerbate occupational stress, potentially resulting in higher worker
turnover [51–54]. Turnover intention in our context can be defined as the staff member’s
idea of quitting, the intention to look for other jobs, or the opportunity of a new job [55].
However, while some existing research indicates significant links between occupational
stress and turnover intentions within the service industry [56,57], other articles found no
or little correlation between stress and turnover intention [58]. This lack of clarity in the
research findings and the limited knowledge in the area of courier drivers, particularly in
China, warrant further examination to fully understand the job-stress determinants driving
turnover intentions. As such, the aim of this paper is to examine the relationships between
job stressors and turnover intentions in the logistics industry among courier drivers in
China. In particular, the direct and indirect relationships between customer-related social
stressors and non-customer-related job stressors are investigated to provide insight into
the factors that drive turnover intentions.

2.1. Conceptual Model

The model includes customer-related social stressors (CSS), namely verbal aggression
and ambiguous customer expectations and non-customer-related job stressors, namely
the respective workload of the courier. However, we use a mediation model to test (a)
the direct relationships between job stressors (verbal aggression, ambiguous customer
expectations, and workload) and turnover intentions and (b) the indirect relationships,
i.e., a combination of customer-related and non-customer-related job stressors, i.e., the
relationship between the customer-related social stressors and workload as a mediator, as
well as the relationship between turnover intentions and workload as a mediator.

Based on the extant literature, we posit for the direct relationships that the couriers’
job stressors, namely verbal aggression, ambiguous customer expectations, and workload,
exacerbate the intention to leave the industry. However, although we also expect that a
combination of customer-related and non-customer-related job stressors also exacerbate
the intention to leave the industry, we test to what extent workload as a mediator impacts
turnover intentions. The next sections derive the hypotheses with regard to the linkages
among the study variables.

2.2. Hypotheses Development
2.2.1. Customer-Related Job Stressors

To understand the drivers behind the couriers’ turnover intentions, we incorporated
CSS in our model (see Figure 1), which includes “a class of characteristics, situations,
episodes, or behaviors that are related to psychological or physical strain and that are
somehow social in nature” [50]. In particular, we examine two dimensions of CSS as job
stressors identified by Dormann and Zapf [50]: (1) ambiguous customer expectations, and
(2) verbal aggression.

The first factor is attributed to unclear and ambiguous customer expectations. Scholars
point out the similarity of this factor to the construct of role ambiguity, as well as to the
construct of the uncertainty of goal attainment [59–61]. Role ambiguity has a negative
relation to job performance, which was in turn associated with turnover intentions [57,62].
Often, role ambiguity and uncertainty are discussed within the context of cognitive as-
pects, whereas ambiguous customer expectations are linked to the emotional and social
implications of this ambiguity. Aggressive behavior and conflicts may harm not only the
information exchange, but also the cooperative intentions between customers and courier
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drivers. Thus, a correlation between ambiguous customer expectations and turnover
intention can be expected.
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Hypothesis 1 (H1). Ambiguous customer expectations are positively associated with intention to
leave the industry.

The second factor is attributed to the customers’ verbal aggression and is related
to antisocial behavior and workplace aggression [63]. In particular, verbal aggression is
intended to harm another person and his or her self-esteem [64]. Several studies [65–69]
have shown that verbal aggression from customers can be a severe stressor. For example,
Li and Zhou [70] argue that the verbal aggression of customers has a significant impact on
turnover intentions in call centers. Often, frontline workers are more exposed to interactions
with their clients’ customers. These happen more frequently than with supervisors and
colleagues, such as courier drivers in the logistics industry. Thus, we expect that customer
verbal aggression exacerbates occupational stress levels and leads to higher turnover
intentions among couriers.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Verbal aggression is positively associated with intention to leave the industry.

2.2.2. Non-Customer-Related Job Stressors

In addition, service industries are labor-intensive industries [71]. Increasing the work-
load or the perceived workload of frontline workers or couriers generates job stress [72] and
may negatively affect performance and organizational commitment [46,73,74]. Dollard et al. [75]
found that a high workload in combination with low rewards is linked to low job satis-
faction and sickness absence, while Kim et al. [76] and Duraisingam et al. [77] illustrate
that job stress and a heavier workload escalate turnover ratios. Therefore, we expect that a
higher workload leads to higher turnover intentions among couriers.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Workload is positively associated with intention to leave the industry.

So far, it is not clear to what extent the respective courier workload may mediate
turnover intentions among couriers. Scholars have found that higher workloads may
exacerbate turnover intentions, but low or lower workload may also help to mitigate other
negative work experiences [19,21,26,78,79]. According to the ‘Conservation of Resources’
Theory [15], a high workload can also be seen as a resource loss, while a low workload
can be seen as a resource gain. A resource loss, i.e., a high workload, however, is “dis-
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proportionally more salient than a resource gain” [16], meaning that a loss—or in our
context a high workload—has a significantly greater impact on turnover intentions. To
clarify the nature of the correlation between turnover intentions and the customer-related
job stressors, we propose that workload as mediator leads to a better clarification of the
correlation between the turnover intentions and the customer-related job stressors, leading
to hypotheses four and five:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). Workload mediates the relationship between verbal aggression and intention
to leave the industry.

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Workload mediates the relationship between ambiguous customer expectations
and intention to leave the industry.

The relationships to be tested in this paper are depicted in the path model in Figure 1.

3. Methodology
3.1. Measures

We used the existing literature to determine the scale items in this study. For the
CSS, comprising ambiguous customer expectations and customer verbal aggression, we
adopted selected items from Dormann and Zapf [50]. In particular, ambiguous customer
expectations (e.g., “Customers change their requests which makes my work more compli-
cated”) included four items, while customer verbal aggression was operationalized using
three items (e.g., “Customers often shout at us”). To measure the non-customer-related
job stressor, workload was also operationalized via a three-item scale (e.g., “I send and
receive a large number of parcels combined with heavy work and tight schedules”), while
turnover intention was operationalized via eight items (e.g., “I often think about leaving
the job”).

Following Dormann and Zapf [50], we documented the survey responses for the CSS
items using a 5-point Likert scale range from 1 (“not at all true”) to 5 (“absolutely true”).
In addition, background data were also collected, including work-related information,
working years in the CEP industry, the name of the courier company, the working status,
and the monthly income, which were used as control variables. In particular, these control
variables were measured as follows: monthly income was scaled as: 1 = below CNY 3000;
2 = CNY 2001–4000; 3 = CNY 4001–6000; 4 = CNY 6001–8000; and 5 = more than CNY 8000.
There were 229 companies sampled in the research, and these were numbered 1, 2, 3, and
4 (up to 229) and assigned to each respondent according to the company they worked
for. Moreover, we used six points on a scale to represent the length of time a respondent
had worked for the courier company: 1 = less than half a year, 2 = half a year to one year,
3 = 1–3 years, 4 = 4–6 years, 5 = 7–10 years, and 6 = more than 10 years.

3.2. Sample and Data Collection

Data collection took place using a survey at the seven largest companies in China’s
domestic CEP industry, namely ZTO Express, YTO Express, STO Express, BEST Express,
YUNDA Express, S.F. Express, and JD Logistics. Frontline managers of the respective com-
panies distributed the surveys, including a cover letter to drivers, who in turn distributed
the surveys to potential participants. Participants then returned the completed surveys
in a sealed envelope to the driver and subsequently to the managers. Participants were
assured of the confidentiality of their personal information.

A total of 700 surveys were distributed across the seven companies. Of the
700 questionnaires, 314 (total return rate: 44.9 percent) were returned. Eighty-five of
the questionnaires were not considered because they were incomplete. Finally, 229 surveys
were coded for data analysis, thus leading to an effective response rate of 32.7 percent.
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3.3. Data Analysis

The data were analyzed by a two-step approach: first, the measurement model was
estimated through confirmatory factory analysis (CFA) using AMOS 25, followed by a
structural model analysis.

4. Results
4.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

A confirmatory factor analysis with the aforementioned variables was assembled in
the AMOS 25 structural equation modelling program. As displayed in Table 1, the initial
model fit was acceptable against the standard thresholds purported by Hair et al. [80]. Yet,
the modification indices suggested that the model could be substantially improved if a
covariance was added between the first and second items for ambiguous customer expecta-
tions. This was a model in a second iteration of the confirmatory factor analysis (termed
‘final CFA with Modification Indices’) in Table 1. Given that this model displayed a number
of optimal indicators against set thresholds, it was retained in the path-model analysis.

Table 1. Confirmatory factor analysis.

Initial CFA Final CFA with Modification Indices Final Path Model

X2/DF 1 2.159 1.677 1.576

CFI 2 0.949 0.971 0.971

TLI 0.935 0.962 0.963

RMSEA 3 0.71 0.54 0.50
1 The Chi-Square over Degrees of Freedom (X2/DF) is acceptable when below 5, but optimal when below 2. 2 The
Corrected Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) are acceptable when over 0.9, but optimal when over 0.95.
3 The root-mean square error approximation is acceptable when under 0.8, but optimal when under 0.5.

Scale reliability, as well as discriminant and convergent validity was evidenced (see
Table 2). The composite reliability of all scales was above the 0.7 threshold; the average
variance extracted was greater than 0.5, and the maximum shared variance was less than
the average variance extracted.

Table 2. Reliability and validity.

Composite
Reliability

Average
Variance
Extracted

Maximum
Shared

Variance

1. Intention to Leave Industry 0.847 0.583 0.312

2. Verbal Aggression 0.822 0.607 0.312

3. Ambiguous Customer Expectations 0.857 0.611 0.097

4. Workload 0.848 0.652 0.272

Given that the model displayed the optimal model fit, and the scale reliability and
validity was robust, a path model was assembled.

4.2. Structural Model and Hypotheses Tests

Using SEM, we used a set of indices to test the structural model and hypotheses (see
Figure 2). The structural model helped to examine the predictive power of ambiguous cus-
tomer expectations and verbal aggression on turnover intentions as well as the mediating
role of the respective workload. Monthly income, the company the respondent worked for,
and the years working for the company were used as control variables, none of which had
a significant relationship.
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To test the mediation effect of workload, direct and indirect modelling were under-
taken using the bootstrap technique at the 95% confidence interval. The direct and indirect
paths are displayed in Table 3.

Table 3. Direct and Indirect Modelling using the Bootstrap 95% confidence technique.

Direct Indirect Conclusion

Verbal Aggression → Workload 0.47 * - Direct

Verbal Aggression → Intention to
leave industry 0.41 (N.S.) 0.10 * Complete mediation

Ambiguous customer expectation →
workload 0.17 ** - Direct

Ambiguous customer expectation →
Intention to leave industry 0.12 (N.S.) 0.04 * Complete Mediation

Workload → Intention to leave
industry 0.22 * - Direct

Ambiguous Customer Expectation
↔ Verbal Aggression 0.30 *** - Direct

Regarding the hypotheses, the analysis suggested that verbal aggression and am-
biguous customer expectations were significantly related to turnover intentions, and this
was fully mediated through the workload construct; thus, support was found for all five
hypotheses. Table 4 provides a breakdown of the results by hypothesis.

Table 4. Results by hypothesis.

Hypotheses Paths Results

Hypothesis 1:
Ambiguous customer expectation is

positively associated with intention to leave
industry.

Direct path β = 0.12 p = not significant;
Indirect path β = 0.04, p < 0.05.

supported
(mediated path through workload)

Hypothesis 2:
Verbal aggression is positively associated

with intention to leave the industry.

Direct path β = 0.41 p = not significant;
Indirect path β = 0.10, p < 0.05.

supported
(mediated path through workload)
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Table 4. Cont.

Hypotheses Paths Results

Hypothesis 3:
Workload is positively associated with

intention to leave the industry.
Direct path β = 0.22 p < 0.05 supported

(direct path)

Hypothesis 4:
Workload mediates the relationship between
verbal aggression and intention to leave the

industry.

Mediation pathway is Indirect path β =
0.10, p < 0.05. supported

Hypothesis 5:
Workload mediates the relationship between

ambiguous customer expectations and
intention to leave industry.

Mediation pathway is Indirect path β =
0.04, p < 0.05. supported

5. Discussion

As Chinese courier drivers have more frequent interactions with clients than with
their supervisors, these interactions can be regarded as an essential factor. The results show
that non-customer-related and customer-related job stressors influence turnover intentions,
i.e., the hypotheses, both for ambiguous customer expectations and verbal aggression,
were supported. In other words, the courier drivers’ frequent face-to-face interactions with
their customers in combination with a high workload result in occupational stress and
turnover intentions.

As such, this study makes a considerable contribution to the literature on turnover
intentions in Chinese CEP companies from a theoretical point of view. So far, the majority
of stress-related research has examined the aggressive behavior of work colleagues and
supervisors or task-related intra-organizational workplace stressors, such as job demands,
or physical and social factors [10,53,63,81]. To date, empirical results from studies in-
vestigating job stressors from customers in service companies and the mediating role of
workload among courier drivers is limited. By addressing this gap, this paper examines
the job stressors of Chinese courier drivers, thereby providing insights into the relationship
between customer-related and non-customer-related job stressors and turnover intentions.

From a practical point of view, companies in the CEP industry need to work with staff
to be able to mitigate and manage ambiguous customers and verbal aggression to minimize
the effect on turnover intention. As the job stressors, ambiguous customer expectations or
verbal aggression represent an unavoidable factor for frontline workers which cannot be
eliminated [64]. We found that managers have mainly three options to reduce the effect of
the job stressors.

First, HR managers may develop coping systems through training programs and
newly introduced policies and rules. Reynolds and Harris [82] found that frontline workers
confronted with abusive customer behavior often manage the job stress poorly and engage
in risky coping mechanisms, such as drinking and smoking, ignoring or bribing customers,
or even seeking retribution. For a thorough coping system, clear and comprehensible
written policies on how to differentiate reasonable customer behavior and demands from
unreasonable customers not only provide a guidance on the company’s expectations to
courier drivers, but also gives them instructions on how to manage the customer. A
clear policy would indicate if a customer was unreasonable so that the behavior could
be reported and dealt with by the supervisors. Greater support from supervisors seems
also to be particularly important in a Chinese context [83]. The existing literature argues
that Chinese workers see supervisors as central points of contact and are more loyal to
their specific supervisor than to the organization [84–86]. This attitude to loyalty may also
influence turnover intentions, as reciprocity (or “Pao” in Chinese), i.e., the payback for
a good deed, plays a significant role in Chinese traditional culture and tends to have a
considerable impact on the Chinese behavior and attitudes [87,88].
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Second, policies and rules may also include empowerment practices to immediately
handle customer complaints. This would not only help to potentially increase customer
satisfaction but would also help to increase the rank of the courier drivers. In a Chi-
nese context, courier drivers are regarded as having lower prestige than other worker
cohorts [89] and without empowerment courier drivers cannot offer solutions according
to the “customer is king” and “customer is always right” philosophy, which leads to an
uneven relationship between courier drivers and their clients. By handing empowerment
practices to the frontline, courier drivers have more options to defend themselves against
difficult customers and deflect verbal aggression [90], and it shows the organization’s trust
in the courier driver, which may help to mitigate turnover intention.

Third, training programs may focus on developing interpersonal skills. A courier
driver’s task is multidimensional, e.g., the courier driver should not only manage the
customer interactions effectively, but understand and respond to difficult customer requests
and show a friendly and customer-oriented attitude in order to gain or keep loyal customers.
As such, the developing of interpersonal skills goes beyond a positive attitude and aims at
controlling customer interactions and dealing with difficult behavior as well as advancing
their technical skills [91,92], thereby focusing on the prevention of confrontations rather
than reactions to customers.

6. Conclusions

We set out to test a model to analyze the structural relationships among job stressors
and the antecedents such as CSS (ambiguous customer expectations, verbal aggression), as
well as workload as a non-customer-related stressor and its impact on turnover intentions
among courier drivers from the largest seven CEP companies in China. Using customer-
related and non-customer-related job stressors and workload as a job stressor and as a
mediator, we built a mediation model to examine their impact on the outcome variable of
turnover intention. We found that verbal aggression and ambiguous customer expectations
were significantly related to turnover intentions, and this was fully mediated through the
workload construct; thus, support was found for all five hypotheses.

The results show that Chinese courier drivers are expected to perform heavy social
and physical work. Understanding their job stressors is an essential human resource matter
as it is ultimately related to the long-term survival of companies and their organizational
performance. As such, the results of this paper may provide a theoretical foundation
for voluntary turnover research in and beyond Chinese CEP companies, particularly
with regard to customer-related and non-customer-related job stressors. In particular, we
presented three implications for Chinese CEP companies:

First is the development of coping systems through training programs and newly
introduced policies and rules, such as clear and comprehensible written policies and greater
support from supervisors. Second is the introduction of empowerment practices to increase
the rank of the courier drivers, which shows the organization’s trust and may help to
mitigate turnover intention. Third is the development of interpersonal skills to better react
to difficult customer requests or even prevent confrontations.

While our results present particular value to scholars and practitioners in the Chinese
delivery companies, this paper has several limitations. First, we used only one specific
industry of one particular country, thus the results may be influenced by the country’s
social culture. While this may limit the generalizability of the findings, this paper extends
the knowledge on occupational stress and turnover intentions by examining job stressors
in the CEP industry. So far, most empirical research has focused on Western industries
and companies. We invite researchers to test the model in other industries or companies.
Future research might also include investigations to verify or contradict our results in
the setting of another country. Second, our survey involved a structured questionnaire,
therefore presenting the rather limited scope typical for questionnaires. Future researchers
may include open-ended questions to better understand the background of these questions.
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Moreover, we used only two customer-related job stressors; thus, future research could
expand the job stressors to further redefine the factors for turnover intention.
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