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Abstract
Existing research has primarily examined coping strategies for dirty work while giving less attention to
employees’ satisfaction. Much of this work has considered the phenomenon from an identity perspective,
despite its underlying connections to job demands and resources. Drawing on the Job Demand-Resource
(JD-R) model, this study investigates the relationship between dirty work and employee satisfaction, with
emotional exhaustion as a mediating variable and self-consciousness as a moderator. Data collected from
234 participants in dirty work occupations with a 4-week time lag show that dirty work is positively asso-
ciated with emotional exhaustion, which negatively impacts job, career, and life satisfaction. The findings
further indicate that employees with higher self-consciousness report greater emotional exhaustion, while
those with lower self-consciousness experience less emotional exhaustion. These results provide theoret-
ical contributions to the dirty work literature and offer practical implications for mitigating emotional
exhaustion in these roles.
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Introduction

…The haters gonna hate, hate, hate, hate, hate. Baby, I’m just gonna shake, shake, shake, shake,
shake. I shake it off, I shake it off (hoo-hoo-hoo)

–Taylor Swift

Dirty work refers to occupations that society deems unfavorable, often labeling those who per-
form these roles as “dirty workers” (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Hughes, 1958). Hughes (1958, p. 122)
defined dirty work as occupations that are “physically, socially, and morally tainted.”. Physically
tainted dirtywork refers to occupations that expose employees to direct dirt andhazardous conditions
(e.g., w aste management); socially tainted dirty work refers to occupations that expose employ-
ees to direct engagement with stigmatized individuals (e.g., prisoners); and morally tainted dirty
work refers to occupations that expose employees to activities society considers immoral and sin-
ful (e.g., exotic dancers). This occupational stigmatization stems from societal perceptions of such
jobs as undesirable or unclean. Research has shown that these perceptions of occupational stigma
can have detrimental effects on employee behavior and self-image (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999, 2014;
van Vuuren, Teurlings & Bohlmeijer, 2012). Specifically, occupational stigmatization has been linked
to withdrawal behaviors, heightened turnover intentions (Schaubroeck et al., 2018), and diminished
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perceptions of work meaningfulness (Shepherd, Maitlis, Parida, Wincent & Lawrence, 2022; Zhang,
Wang & Li, 2023).

Employees experiencing occupational stigmatization often disassociate from their occupations
or develop coping mechanisms to counter societal backlash (Bosmans et al., 2016; Rabelo &
Mahalingam, 2019). However, we contend that the degree to which employees perceive and inter-
nalize occupational stigmatization is not uniform. Individual-level differences shape employees’
perceptions of their work situations (Scheier, Buss & Buss, 1978) and should determine how
they respond to occupational stigma (Chon & Sitkin, 2021; White, Stackhouse & Argo, 2018).
Thus, this leads to our central research question: Are all dirty workers dissatisfied with their work,
given the amount of social stigmatization they experience? Dirty work occupations are a neces-
sary part of our economy. If there are ways to mitigate the detriments associated with such
work, it would be of both theoretical and practical significance to those who study these unique
professions.

To explore this perspective, we draw on the Job Demand-Resource (JD-R) model (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017; Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schaufeli, 2001), which posits that employ-
ees experience emotional exhaustion when job demands exceed the resources available to them.
Consistent with this framework, prior research on dirty work has shown that such occupations
impose significant emotional strain on employees (McMurray &Ward, 2014; Mikkelsen, 2022; Sayre,
Grandey&Chi, 2020). Given the finite nature of emotional resources (Baumeister, Tice &Vohs, 2018;
Liu, Prati, Perrewe & Ferris, 2008), we propose that the recurrent societal backlash associated with
dirty work contributes to emotional exhaustion – a chronic state of emotional and physical deple-
tion (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Employees experiencing emotional exhaustion report diminished
happiness and an increased likelihood of burnout, both of which negatively impact their satisfaction.
Building on these assertions, we argue that emotional exhaustion mediates the negative relationship
between dirty work and three forms of satisfaction: job, career, and life satisfaction.

In line with JD-R theory and related research, personal characteristics can serve as resources
that influence how employees experience and process their job demands (Bakker & Demerouti,
2017; Demerouti et al., 2001). In this context, we examine the role of self-consciousness, defined
as an awareness of oneself that facilitates the recognition, analysis, and management of environmen-
tal demands. We argue that lower levels of self-consciousness can function as a valuable personal
resource, enabling individuals to shield themselves from the adverse effects of societal stigma-
tization. Employees with lower self-consciousness are less preoccupied with societal judgments
about their work and, as a result, are less likely to internalize negative perceptions (Demerouti
& Bakker, 2023). This reduced concern for external opinions enables individuals to detach from
stigmatization, thereby mitigating the emotional toll typically associated with dirty work (Chon &
Sitkin, 2021).

Conversely, higher levels of self-consciousness operate as a demand, amplifying the emotional
exhaustion that stems from engaging in stigmatized work. This heightened awareness of societal dis-
approval requires additional emotional labor, as these individuals expend greater effort managing
both their work demands and the anticipated negative reactions of others (London, Sessa & Shelley,
2023). Thus, while lower self-consciousness acts as a protective resource, higher self-consciousness
exacerbates the emotional strain associated with stigmatized occupations.

This study contributes to dirty work research in several important ways. First, we introduce
self-consciousness as a personal characteristic thatmitigates the negative effects of dirty work stigma-
tization. This adds a nuanced perspective to the understanding of how individual differences can
interrupt the stigmatization process. Specifically, we demonstrate that not all employees are affected
by societal judgments about their occupation, even when their work is socially stigmatized. Lower
levels of self-consciousness serve as a personal resource, enabling individuals to work in professions,
particularly those considered “dirty,” whilemaintaining satisfaction in their roles. Second, while there
is an abundance of research on dirty work, much of it is qualitative (e.g., Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999;
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the relationship betweendirtywork and employees’ outcome via emotional exhaustion,
moderated by self-consciousness.

Blithe & Wolfe, 2017; Bosmans et al., 2016). Few studies quantitatively assess the causal effects of
dirty work on employee outcomes. Additionally, although prior scholarship suggests that dirty work
imposes an emotional burden (McMurray & Ward, 2014; Mikkelsen, 2022), to our knowledge, no
studies have explicitly examined emotional exhaustion as an outcome or as a mediating mechanism
influencing employee attitudes. Thus, our study begins to quantify and measure a phenomenon that
has largely been assumed rather than empirically tested. (See Figure 1 for conceptual framework).

Theoretical background
Dirty work
Society frequently stigmatizes certain occupations, categorizing them as physically, socially, or
morally tainted based on the nature of the tasks performed (Ashforth&Kreiner, 1999; Hughes, 1958).
Physically tainted occupations are those that directly expose workers to dirt, filth, or hazardous con-
ditions, such as the work of miners or trash collectors. Socially tainted occupations involve direct
interactions with marginalized or stigmatized individuals. Examples include correctional officers
working with inmates or psychiatric ward attendants caring for individuals with mental illnesses
(Ashforth & Kreiner, 2014; Kreiner, Mihelcic & Mikolon, 2022). Finally, morally tainted occupa-
tions are associated with activities that society deems sinful, unethical, or corrupt. These roles often
involve practices considered deceptive ormorally questionable, such as those performed by strippers,
personal injury lawyers, or debt collectors (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999).

Emotional exhaustion: a resource perspective
To investigate the relationship between dirty work, emotional exhaustion, and employee outcomes,
we draw on the JD-R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001). The JD-R frame-
work highlights two primary job characteristics: job demands and job resources. Job demands refer
to the physical and psychological efforts required for employees to perform their work-related tasks.
Physical job demands, for example, involve engaging in strenuous or taxing activities, which can
lead to the depletion of personal resources. These demands not only exhaust employees’ resources
but also heighten the strain associated with societal stigmatization of certain occupations (Kreiner
et al., 2022). Prior research has connected job demands to various adverse outcomes, including
burnout, disengagement (Crawford, LePine & Rich, 2010), and counterproductive work behaviors
(Rodell & Judge, 2009). These consequences negatively impact both individual employees and their
organizations (Downes, Reeves, McCormick, Boswell & Butts, 2021).

While job demands can exhaust energy, employees can draw on job-related and personal resources
to help buffer the adverse effects of these demands. The second key component of the JD-R model –
job resources – encompasses the physical, psychological, and social resources that employees utilize
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to copewith job demands (Mansour&Tremblay, 2021). Recent advancements in the JD-R framework
suggest that personal resources, such as resilience and self-control, play a critical role in managing
work environments and mitigating the negative consequences of job demands (Demerouti & Bakker,
2023; Hobfoll, Halbesleben, Neveu & Westman, 2018). Personal resources represent an individual’s
psychological capital, enabling them to effectively navigate and adapt to the challenges presented by
their work environments (Kwon & Kim, 2020).

The central premise of the JD-R model is the interplay between job demands and job or per-
sonal resources and how these interactions affect employees’ well-being and performance (Bakker,
Demerouti & Sanz-Vergel, 2023; Kwon & Kim, 2020). In the context of dirty work, the JD-R model
suggests that employees must allocate substantial psychological resources to manage societal per-
ceptions of their work as physically, socially, and morally undesirable. Research has shown that
dirty workers often expend significant psychological effort to fulfill their responsibilities, utiliz-
ing discursive, behavioral, and ideological strategies to alleviate the strain and demands associated
with their roles (Ashforth, Kreiner, Clark & Fugate, 2017; Kreiner et al., 2022). Building on this
foundation, we propose that lower levels of self-consciousness – an ability to disregard societal
judgments – can function as a vital personal resource, helping to mitigate the negative impact of
dirty work.

Hypotheses development
Dirty work and emotional exhaustion: a job demand and resource-based perspective
Existing research highlights that the demands of life and work significantly influence individuals’
emotional and cognitive responses, often depleting their personal resources (Downes et al., 2021).
When employees encounter challenges related to job demands, they draw upon personal resources,
which can lead to the gradual depletion of their psychological and emotional reserves. Emotional
resources, in particular, are finite, and individuals often strive to conserve these limited resources
to sustain productivity (Hobfoll et al., 2018). However, the continual expenditure of these resources
can result in emotional exhaustion. Accordingly, we argue that individuals in dirty work occupa-
tions, when faced with societal backlash, expend their emotional resources at a higher rate, ultimately
leading to depletion and emotional exhaustion (Lesener, Gusy & Wolter, 2019).

Emotional exhaustion is characterized as a chronic state of emotional and physiological depletion
(Jackson & Maslach, 1982). This condition reflects a loss of resources, including both emotional and
physical capacities (Cropanzano, Rupp & Byrne, 2003; Hobfoll, et al 2018). Ashforth, Harrison and
Corley (2008) further observed that such resource depletion can lead individuals to lose their sense
of self, and in some cases, result in disengagement from their work. Employees may experience strain
due to societal perceptions of their work as being physically, socially, or morally tainted, often culmi-
nating in withdrawal behaviors (Westman & Eden, 1997) or intentions to leave their jobs (Wright &
Cropanzano, 1998). Empirical evidence has also linked emotional exhaustion to negative outcomes
such as reduced job performance and diminished organizational citizenship behaviors (Cropanzano
et al., 2003). Consistent with these findings, we propose that employees facing environmental strains
related to the stigmatized nature of their work are likely to report lower levels of job satisfaction.

Hypothesis 1: Dirty work is positively related to emotional exhaustion.

Dirty work and employee outcomes: the mediating role of emotional exhaustion
Employees in professions classified as dirty work often face substantial emotional and physical
demands, necessitating the use of both personal and job-related resources. Managing these demands
frequently depletes resources, particularly emotional reserves, and can lead to emotional exhaustion
(Hobfoll et al., 2018; Tang & Vanderberghe, 2020). Emotional exhaustion, a widely recognized out-
come of sustained job-related stress (Kwon & Kim, 2020; Lee & Ashforth, 1996), has been shown to
significantly influence work-related attitudes and overall satisfaction (Wright & Cropanzano, 1998).

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10021 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2025.10021


Journal of Management & Organization 5

Building on this foundation, our study posits that the demands associated with dirty work contribute
to emotional exhaustion, which, in turn, impacts three critical forms of satisfaction: life satisfaction,
career satisfaction, and job satisfaction.

Life satisfaction – defined as an individual’s overall evaluation of their life based on self-selected
criteria (Shin& Johnson, 1978) – represents a critical component ofwell-being. Job demands, particu-
larly those inherent in dirty work, can erode life satisfaction by depleting emotional resources, leaving
employees disengaged and dissatisfied with their broader life circumstances (Demerouti et al., 2001).
When individuals compare their current life conditions to their idealized expectations, the emotional
resource depletion caused by work-related stress can significantly lower their overall life satisfaction
(Diener, Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985; Hobfoll et al., 2018). Accordingly, we propose that emo-
tional exhaustion mediates the relationship between dirty work and life satisfaction, as employees
face challenges in preserving their emotional well-being under demanding work conditions.

Hypothesis 2a: Emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship between dirty work and life satisfac-
tion.

Similarly, career satisfaction – defined as an individual’s evaluation of their progress and achieve-
ments within their professional role (Gattiker & Larwood, 1988) – is influenced by emotional
exhaustion. Employees often hold specific expectations for their career trajectories, and when these
expectations are unmet due to the stress and societal stigma associated with dirty work, emotional
resources become depleted, resulting in reduced career satisfaction (Aryee & Luk, 1996; Hobfoll
et al., 2018).The stigma surrounding dirty work exacerbates emotional exhaustion, as employeesmay
experience a diminished sense of fulfillment in their chosen career path (Dick, 2005). Consequently,
emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship between dirty work and career satisfaction, with the
emotional strain of dirty work eroding employees’ sense of career-related contentment.

Hypothesis 2b: Emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship between dirty work and career
satisfaction.

Finally, job satisfaction – defined as an individual’s overall sense of contentment with their specific
work role (Diener, Diener & Diener, 1995; Diener & Tay, 2015) – is also influenced by the emotional
exhaustion associated with dirty work.While some employees engaged in dirty workmay findmean-
ing and fulfillment in their roles (Ashforth&Kreiner, 1999), the persistent strain ofmanaging societal
stigma and emotional demands can significantly diminish job satisfaction. As employees engage in
emotional and cognitive evaluations of their work (Elfenbein, 2023), the demands of dirty work can
affect their job satisfaction through the mediating role of emotional exhaustion. The ongoing deple-
tion of emotional resources caused bywork-related stress undermines employees’ perceptions of their
job satisfaction, suggesting that emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship between dirty work
and job satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2c: Emotional exhaustion mediates the relationship between dirty work and job satisfac-
tion.

Themoderating role of public self-consciousness
The ownership and control of personal resources are central tenets of the JD-R model. This frame-
work highlights how individuals strategically manage their personal resources to mitigate the impact
of job demands on outcomes such as emotional exhaustion (Demerouti & Bakker, 2023; Hobfoll
et al., 2018). Within this framework, we identify self-consciousness as a critical personal resource
that employees leverage to buffer the relationship between dirty work and emotional exhaustion,
which, in turn, affects employee satisfaction (i.e., life, career, and job satisfaction). Self-consciousness
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is defined as an individual’s awareness of and concern about how they are perceived by others, par-
ticularly within social contexts (Morin, 2011). This construct suggests that individuals continuously
process and interpret external feedback about themselves, often adjusting their behavior to align with
perceived social norms.

Employees with higher self-consciousness are more likely to be influenced by external soci-
etal cues, requiring them to expend greater personal resources (Demerouti & Bakker, 2023). This
increased sensitivity to societal perceptions often leads to emotional exhaustion, as these individu-
als invest substantial emotional energy in managing how they are perceived by others. Research has
highlighted the consequences of heightened self-consciousness; for example, Wicklund (1975) found
that individuals with higher self-consciousness are more inclined to conform to societal expecta-
tions, which can intensify emotional strain as they work to maintain a socially acceptable image. In
comparison, individuals with lower self-consciousness tend to exhibit a greater indifference to soci-
etal opinions, using this detachment as a protective mechanism to conserve emotional resources and
distance themselves from negative external judgments (Wohlers & London, 1989).

We propose that individuals with higher self-consciousness are more vulnerable to experiencing
emotional exhaustion in the context of dirty work compared to those with lower self-consciousness.
Previous research supports the moderating role of self-consciousness in shaping individuals’ self-
perceptions, emotional responses, and behaviors, including their susceptibility to emotional exhaus-
tion. For instance, Pfattheicher and Keller (2015) identified a positive relationship between self-
consciousness and prosocial behavior, indicating that individuals with higher self-consciousness
demonstrate greater concern for societal expectations. Similarly, White et al. (2018) suggested that
individuals with heightened self-consciousness are more likely to conform to societal norms, driven
by perceived threats to their identity.

In contrast, individuals with lower self-consciousness are less likely to conform to societal expecta-
tions, instead prioritizing behaviors that preserve their personal resources (London et al., 2023;White
et al., 2018). This suggests that individuals with higher self-consciousness expend more emotional
resources to present themselves inways that alignwith societal norms, leading to increased emotional
exhaustion. Conversely, employees with lower self-consciousness are less susceptible to emotional
exhaustion from dirty work, as they are less inclined to allocate additional emotional resources to
manage societal perceptions.

Hypothesis 3: Employees’ self-consciousness moderates the negative relationship between dirty
work and employee emotional exhaustion, such that the negative relationship is strengthened
when employees are higher on self-consciousness and weakened when employees are lower on
self-consciousness.

Hypothesis 4: Employees’ self-consciousness moderates the negative indirect relationship between
dirty work and (a) life satisfaction, (b) career satisfaction, and (c) job satisfaction through emotional
exhaustion, such that the negative relationship is strengthened when employees are higher on self-
consciousness and weakened when employees are lower on self-consciousness.

Methods
Participants and procedure
We adhered to best practices for online crowdsourcing to ensure the collection of high-quality data
(Peer, Brandimarte, Samat & Acquisti, 2017) by recruiting participants through Prolific Academic
(https://www.prolific.com). Prolific is a widely used crowdsourcing platform that enables researchers
to recruit participants from diverse occupational fields. The platform verifies participants’ identities
before survey participation by requiring identification information to prevent duplicate accounts and
ensure that participants are legitimate, i.e., human (Douglas, Ewell & Brauer, 2023). Previous studies
in organizational science have demonstrated that Prolific provides data quality comparable to that
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Table 1. Distribution by participants’ industry

Profession by industry Frequency %

Group 1: Healthcare 200 85.5

Group 2: Police and Prison 4 1.7

Group 3: Administrative and Logistics 17 7.3

Group 4: Legal and Advocacy 4 1.7

Group 5: Others 9 3.8

Total 234 100

obtained through laboratory studies and other platforms (e.g., Sherf & Morrison, 2020; Steed, Dust,
Rode & Arthaud‐Day, 2023).

Given the specific focus of our research, we conducted a prescreen survey on Prolific to identify
participants engaged in occupations that could be classified as “dirty work.” Dirty work encompasses
occupations that society perceives as physically, socially, ormorally tainted (Ashforth&Kreiner, 1999;
Kreiner et al., 2022). To align with best practices for participant screening (Sharpe-Wessling, Huber
& Netzer, 2017), we asked potential participants to respond “Yes” or “No” to whether they perceived
their work as physically, socially, or morally tainted, based on Ashforth and colleagues’ definition.
Our prescreen survey identified 632 participants who answered “Yes,” and these individuals were
subsequently invited to participate in the main study.

Participants were recruited from the United States and the United Kingdom. The screening ques-
tion asked, “Do you consider your work physically, socially, or morally dirty?” Individuals who
responded “Yes” were invited to complete the Time 1 (T1) survey, followed by a Time 2 (T2) survey
four weeks later. To ensure response accuracy and attentiveness, we included two attention-check
questions, one at each time point, to verify that participants were not providing random responses
(Meade & Craig, 2012). A total of 292 participants completed the T1 survey, with 250 participants
completing the T2 survey, yielding an 86% response rate across both data collection points.Themean
age of participants was 41.32 years, and 67% were female. Regarding racial demographics, the major-
ity identified as White (87%), followed by Asian (5.6%), Black/African American (5.1%), Hispanic
(1.3%), and Other (1%). Participants represented five industry categories: healthcare, police/prison,
administrative and logistics, legal and advocacy, and other (see Table 1). On average, participants
reported 10.75 years of experience in their respective professions.

Measures1

Dirty work. At time 1, participants completed the experienced work dirtiness scale (α = .89), a 12-
item scale developed by Schaubroeck et al. (2018). A sample question is, “I had to touch some things
that were filthy to do my job.” All variables used a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

Emotional exhaustion. We measured participants’ emotional exhaustion at T1 using the 9-item
emotional exhaustion scale (α = .92) developed by Maslach and Jackson (1981). A sample question
is, “I feel emotionally drained from my work.”

Self-consciousness. At T2, participants rated self-consciousness using the three-item public sit-
uational self-awareness scale (α = .78) developed by Govern and Marsch (2001). A sample question
is, “I am concerned about what other people think of me.”

Life satisfaction. At T2, participants completed Diener et al.’s (1985) five-item satisfaction with
life scale (α = .90). A sample question is “In most ways, my life is close to my ideal.”

1See Appendix A for a list of measures.
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Career satisfaction. At T2, participants completed the Greenhaus, Parasuraman and Wormley
(1990) five-item career satisfaction scale (α = .94). A sample question is “I am satisfied with the
success I have achieved in my career.”

Job satisfaction. At T2, participants rated their job satisfaction using Cammann et al.’s (1979)
three-item scale (α = .95). A sample question is “All things considered, I am satisfied with my current
job.”

Analytical approach
We tested the statistical significance of the direct (H1) and indirect effects (H2) of dirty work using a
bootstrap resampling method, employing Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro with 5,000 bootstrap sam-
ples. To evaluate the moderating role of self-consciousness on the relationship between dirty work
and emotional exhaustion (H3), as well as the moderated mediation effects (H4), we again used the
PROCESSmacrowith bootstrap resampling to assess whether the indirect effects of dirty work on the
satisfaction variableswere contingent on lower andhigher levels of self-consciousness. Specifically, we
regressed emotional exhaustion on dirty work, self-consciousness, and the interaction term between
dirty work and self-consciousness. We then regressed the satisfaction variables on a set of predic-
tors, including dirty work, emotional exhaustion, the dirty work × self-consciousness interaction,
and self-consciousness. Lastly, we calculated bias-corrected confidence intervals for the conditional
indirect effects of dirty work on the satisfaction variables through emotional exhaustion using 5,000
bootstrap resamples. The study materials, data, syntax, and output can be found on the Open Science
Framework (OSF) here: https://osf.io/dtjeh/?view_only=72158556cb8049d5b2fb2b0996cd5ad2.

Results
We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis to ascertain whether the expected factor structure fit
our model. We found that our six-factor model fit the data reasonably well, except for a relatively low
CFI (χ2(614) = 1295.70, p< .001, RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.89).Thismodel offered superior model fit
compared to a four-factor model combining job satisfaction, life satisfaction, and career satisfaction
(χ2(623) = 2295.12, p< .001, RMSEA = 0.11, CFI = 0.73, Δχ2(9) = 999.42, p< .001) and a five-factor
model combining dirty work and emotional exhaustion (χ2(619) = 2070.58, p < .01, RMSEA = .10,
CFI = 0.76, Δχ2(5) = 774.88, p < .001). We also calculated the average variance extracted (AVE) to
help determine the variance explained by each latent construct (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). According
to Gefen and Straub (2005), adequate discriminant validity exists when the statistics of the square
root of the AVE from each construct exceed the zero-order correlations between the latent con-
structs. Indeed, the square root of each construct AVE (dirty work = .68; emotional exhaustion = .75;
PSSA = .75; life satisfaction = .81; career satisfaction = .87; job satisfaction = .93) is greater than
the highest bi-variate correlation among our latent constructs (r = .62), suggesting discriminant
validity.

Table 2 illustrates the zero-order correlations for all the constructs in our study. In support of
hypothesis 1, the results revealed a significant positive relationship between dirty work and emotional
exhaustion (b = .461, p < .01; ΔR2 = .20). In support of hypothesis 2, the results indicate signifi-
cant negative relationships between emotional exhaustion and life satisfaction (b = −.312, p < .01;
ΔR2 = .10), career satisfaction (b =−.452, p< .05; ΔR2 = .16), and job satisfaction (b =−.716, p< .05;
ΔR2 = .32). Additionally, our findings indicate a significant indirect effect of dirty work on life satis-
faction (b = −.144 [−.232, −.063]), career satisfaction (b = −.209 [−.312, −.122]), and job satisfaction
(b = −.331 [−.442, −.230]) via emotional exhaustion. Thus, hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c were supported
(see Table 3).

In support of hypothesis 3, our findings illustrate a significant interaction between dirty work
and self-consciousness on emotional exhaustion (b = .111, p < .05 ΔR2 = .22) (see Table 4). The
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Table 3. Regression analyses – dirty work, emotional exhaustion, and satisfaction

Model b se t p R2

Mediator variable model: Emotional exhaustion .28

Constant .004 .056 .079 .936

Dirty work .461 .060 7.657 .000

Dependent variable: Life satisfaction .10

Constant 3.282 .062 52.748 .000

Dirty work −.054 .074 −.727 .467

Emotional exhaustion −.312 .072 −4.290 .000

Dependent variable-: Career satisfaction .16

Constant 3.374 .062 53.694 .000

Dirty work .035 .075 .475 .635

Emotional exhaustion −.452 .073 −6.152 .000

Dependent variable: Job satisfaction .32

Constant 3.641 .058 62.005 .000

Dirty work .258 .070 3.661 .000

Emotional exhaustion −.716 .068 −10.432 .000

Note: N = 234. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. 95% CI. p< .05; p< .01.

Table 4. Regression analyses – dirty work, emotional exhaustion, satisfaction, and self-consciousness

Model b SE t p R2

Mediator variable model: Emotional exhaustion .22

Constant .-.000 .555 −.006 .994

Dirty work .452 .059 7.580 .000

Self-consciousness .100 .052 1.922 .055

Dirty work × Self-consciousness .111 .054 2.040 .042

Dependent variable: Life satisfaction .10

Constant 3.28 .062 52.748 .000

Dirty work −.054 .074 −.727 .467

Emotional exhaustion −.312 .072 −4.290 .000

Dependent variable: Career satisfaction .16

Constant 3.374 .062 53.694 .000

Dirty work .035 .075 .475 .635

Emotional exhaustion −.452 .073 −6.152 .000

Dependent variable: Job satisfaction .32

Constant 3.641 .058 62.005 .000

Dirty work .258 .070 3.661 .000

Emotional exhaustion −.716 .068 −10.432 .000

Note: N = 234. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. 95% CI. p< .05; p< .01.

results of the moderation plot revealed that dirty work was more strongly related to employee
emotional exhaustion when employees’ self-consciousness was higher (b = .587, t = 6.71, p < .01)
than when it was lower (b = −.327, t = 3.77, p < .01). This analysis provides support for hypothesis
3. Furthermore, our analyses support hypothesis 4, with the impact of dirty work through emotional
exhaustion on life satisfaction (lower = b = −.102 [−.193, −.035] higher = b = −.183 [−.294, −.081]),
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Table 5. Regression analyses – dirty work, emotional exhaustion, and satisfaction

Effect SE LLCI ULCI

SC: Conditional direct effect (DW – EE)

−1 SD .327 .086 .157 .498

M .439 .060 .320 .557

+1 SD .587 .087 .424 .759

SC: Conditional indirect effect (DW- EE- LS)

−1 SD −.102 .041 −.193 −.035

M −.137 .041 −.221 −.060

+1 SD −.183 .054 −.294 −.081

SC: Conditional indirect effect (DW- EE- CS)

−1 SD −.148 .050 −.260 −.062

M −.198 .046 −.297 −.115

+1 SD −.265 .062 −.399 −.149

SC: Conditional indirect effect (DW- EE- JS)

−1 SD −.235 .067 −.380 −.108

M −.314 .052 −.424 −.217

+1 SD −.420 .078 −.578 −.274

Note: N = 234. Unstandardized regression coefficients are reported. Bootstrap sample size = 5,000. SC = Self-consciousness, DW = dirty
work, EE = emotional exhaustion, LS = life satisfaction, CS = career satisfaction, JS = job satisfaction. LLCI = lower-level confidence interval.
ULCI = upper-level confidence interval.

1
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Figure 2. Self-consciousness moderating the relationship between dirty work and emotional exhaustion.

career satisfaction (lower = b = −.148 [−.260, −.062] higher = b = −.265 [−.399, −.149]), and job
satisfaction (lower = b = −.235 [−.380, −.108] higher = b = −.420 [−.578, −.274]) being stronger
when self-consciousness was higher and weaker when self-consciousness was lower (see Table 5;
Figure 2).
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Table 6. Results of the direct and indirect path analysis (H1 & H2)

Hypotheses Path Effect SE LLCI ULCI

H1 Direct effect

P_DW – E_Exh .393 .071 .252 .534

S_DW – E_Exh .254 .043 .170 .339

M_DW – E_Exh .376 .051 .276 .478

H2 Indirect effect

H2a P_DW – E_Exh – LS −.281 .068 −.417 −.147

H2a S_DW – E_Exh – LS −.335 .069 −.473 −.198

H2a M_DW – E_Exh – LS −.336 .072 −.479 −.194

H2b P_DW – E_Exh – CS −.427 .069 −.564 −.290

H2b S_DW – E_Exh – CS −.449 .070 −.588 −.311

H2b M_DW – E_Exh – CS −.464 .072 −.608 −.321

H2c P_DW – E_Exh – JS −.661 .066 −.791 −.531

H2b S_DW – E_Exh – JS −.676 .066 −.807 −.545

H2c M_DW – E_Exh – JS −.701 .068 −.834 −.567

Note: P_DW = Physical dirty work; S_DW = Social dirty work; M_DW = Moral dirty work; E_Exh = Emotional exhaustion; SC = Self-
consciousness; LS = Life satisfaction; CS = Career satisfaction; JS = Job satisfaction.

Supplemental analyses
We conducted supplemental analyses to confirm the robustness and accuracy of our findings. First,
we investigated four different controls to assess their impact on our results: age, gender, race, and orga-
nizational tenure. Prior research suggests that these controls can influence the degree of employees’
emotional exhaustion (Dust, Resick, Margolis, Mawritz & Greenbaum, 2018; Marquez, Katsantonis,
Sellers & Knies, 2023; Schermuly & Meyer, 2016) and subsequent behavior (Ng & Fieldman, 2010;
Wisse, van Eijbergen, Rietzschel & Scheibe, 2018). None of the controls had a statistically signifi-
cant impact on emotional exhaustion (age: b = −.001, p = .798; gender: b = .083, p = .493; race:
b = .156, p = .342; organizational tenure: b = .000, p = .570). Additionally, the majority of our find-
ings remain the same, and all hypotheses continue to be supported when controlling for age, race, or
organizational tenure. However, the interaction effect falls slightly out of the traditional threshold for
significance when controlling for gender (b = .107; p = .052), but the conditional effects remain sta-
tistically significant (lower: .332, LLCI = .161, ULCI = .504; higher: .582, LLCI = .409, ULCI = .755)
(see online supplemental analyses for output).

Second, we separately test each dimension of dirty work (physically, socially, and morally tainted)
highlighted by prior dirty work scholars (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999; Hughes, 1958). The findings
remain the same when each dimension of dirty work is evaluated separately. Specifically, all three
dimensions of dirty work showed a significant impact on emotional exhaustion (physical: b = .393,
p< .001; social: b = .256, p< .001;moral: b = .376, p< .001). See Table 6 for further details. Similarly,
the indirect effect of physical dirty work on life satisfaction (b = −.110 [−.187, −.045]), career satis-
faction (b = −.168 [−.255, −.092]), and job satisfaction (b = −.260 [−.367, −.156]); social dirty work
on life satisfaction (b = −.085 [−.142, −.039]), career satisfaction (b = −.114 [−.176, −.065]), and
job satisfaction (b = −.172 [−.243, −.110]); and moral dirty work on life satisfaction (b = −.127
[−.209, −.059]), career satisfaction (b = −.175 [−.261, −.103]), and job satisfaction (b = −.264
[−.360, −.179]) remains statistically significant. Lastly, the moderating effect of self-consciousness
on each dimension of dirty work on emotional exhaustion remained statistically significant for social
(b = .077, p = .046), but not for physical (b = .110, p = .082) or moral (b = .069, p = .141) forms
of dirty work (Table 7 provides further details). See the future research section for an interpretation
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Table 7. Results of the moderated-mediation path analysis (H3 & H4)

Paths and effects Effect SE LLCI ULCI

P_DW × SC and E_Exh

LS −1 SD −.074 .034 −.147 −.013

M −.118 .034 −.179 −.042

+1 SD −.146 .052 −.261 −.053

CS −1 SD −.112 .046 −.208 −.024

M −.118 .040 −.243 −.087

+1 SD −.222 .061 −.354 −.110

JS −1 SD −.174 .071 −.315 −.038

M −.118 .053 −.351 −.146

+1 SD −.344 .076 −.497 −.196

S_DW × SC and E_Exh

LS −1 SD −.056 .026 −.117 −.014

M −.118 .025 −.136 −.038

+1 SD −.146 .036 −.195 −.052

CS −1 SD −.075 .031 −.147 −.022

M −.118 .027 −.170 −.061

+1 SD −.156 .041 −.244 −.082

JS −1 SD −.113 .041 −.201 −.035

M −.118 .032 −.234 −.106

+1 SD −.235 .055 −.349 −.132

M_DW × SC and E_Exh

LS −1 SD −.097 .039 −.188 −.034

M −.118 .036 −.201 −.056

+1 SD −.151 .045 −.249 −.070

CS −1 SD −.134 .047 −.238 −.056

M −.118 .039 −.252 −.098

+1 SD −.209 .049 −.316 −.119

JS −1 SD −.202 .061 −.334 −.091

M −.118 .045 −.347 −.166

+1 SD −.315 .060 −.437 −.199

Note: P_DW = Physical dirty work; S_DW = Social dirty work; M_DW = Moral dirty work; E_Exh = Emotional exhaustion; SC = Self-
consciousness; LS = Life satisfaction; CS = Career satisfaction; JS = Job satisfaction. NS = Not significant.

and discussion of these differences. Results available on OSF here: https://osf.io/dtjeh/?view_only=
72158556cb8049d5b2fb2b0996cd5ad2).

Discussion
Our findings indicate that dirty work has a negative downstream impact on life satisfaction, career
satisfaction, and job satisfaction through emotional exhaustion. Furthermore, employees who are
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highly attuned to societal perceptions (i.e., those with higher self-consciousness) experience greater
emotional exhaustion stemming from dirty work compared to those less concerned with societal
views. These findings offer several theoretical and practical implications.

Theoretical implications
Our study offers several theoretical contributions to the literature on dirty work. First, our find-
ings indicate that employees’ self-consciousness acts as a critical boundary condition, shaping the
extent to which dirty work contributes to emotional exhaustion. Specifically, employees who are
less concerned with societal perceptions of their occupation are less likely to experience emo-
tional exhaustion, thereby mitigating its negative effects on life, career, and job satisfaction. This
aligns with Chon and Sitkin’s (2021) observation that employees highly sensitive to others’ per-
ceptions tend to experience heightened emotional exhaustion. Conversely, individuals with lower
self-consciousness, who are less influenced by societal opinions, exhibit a reduced propensity for
emotional exhaustion, underscoring the importance of individual differences (Scheier et al., 1978).
Chon and Sitkin (2021) further suggest that these individual differences play a significant role
in shaping attitudinal and behavioral outcomes (White et al., 2018), particularly in relation to
job satisfaction and overall well-being. This appears to be particularly true with respect to dirty
workers.

Second, our study provides empirical evidence that employees engaged in dirty work experience
heightened job demands, which contribute to emotional exhaustion. This finding aligns with prior
research showing that job-related demands and the psychological distress associated with certain
tasks contribute to employees’ emotional depletion (Thompson, Carlson, Kacmar & Vogel, 2020).
Negative emotions can also arise when employees perceive their occupational identities as a source
of psychological discomfort (Kira & Balkin, 2014), especially when societal perceptions of their work
are stigmatizing. According to Bakker and Demerouti (2007), the JD-R model posits that elevated
emotional demands associated with one’s job deplete psychological resources, leading to exhaus-
tion and fatigue (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004). The JD-R model further emphasizes that mental,
emotional, and physical job demands are primary contributors to job strain and burnout (Bakker
& Demerouti, 2007; Ho, 2024). This is supported by empirical evidence linking job demands to
emotional exhaustion (Bakker et al., 2023; Demerouti et al., 2001; Huang, Lin & Lu, 2020). Despite
these insights, limited research has explored how societal perceptions of dirty work contribute
to emotional exhaustion. Our findings extend prior theoretical work by showing that individuals
engaged in dirty work are more likely to experience resource depletion in the form of emotional
exhaustion.

Finally, our study makes a methodological contribution by providing quantitative evidence
through survey design, addressing calls for more rigorous quantitative studies in the dirty work
literature (Fowler, 2013; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee & Podsakoff, 2003). Quantitative surveys help
reduce social desirability bias and enable clearer interpretations of complex phenomena, offering
precision that complements the insights gained from qualitative approaches. Existing qualitative
studies predominantly examine the “process” of dirty work, often leaving gaps in understanding the
causal relationships between dirty work and its effects on employee attitudes and behaviors. This
research responds to Ashforth et al.’s (2017) call for more quantitative approaches in dirty work stud-
ies, as the field remains dominated by qualitative methodologies, such as interviews (Ashforth et al.,
2017; Bosmans et al., 2016; Shepherd et al., 2022), ethnography (McLoughlin, 2019; Sanders, 2010;
Shigihara, 2018), and case studies (Grandy & Mavin, 2014; Mavin & Grandy, 2013). By joining the
limited body of quantitative research in this area (Schaubroeck et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2023), our
study offers significant theoretical contributions, expanding the methodological scope and deep-
ening our understanding of how dirty work impacts employees’ emotional resources and overall
satisfaction.
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Practical implications
While our study provides substantial theoretical contributions to understanding the dynamics of
dirty work, it also identifies practical implications to assist individuals, supervisors, and organizations
in managing the challenges posed by job demands in dirty professions. These strategies can help
employees preserve valuable resources while effectively navigating their responsibilities. First, our
findings indicate that employees in dirty work occupations are prone to emotional exhaustion due
to societal perceptions of their roles. To mitigate this, organizations and managers should ensure the
availability of sufficient job resources, such as support structures and organizational frameworks,
to reduce stigma and help employees manage the emotional toll of dirty work. In turn, this can
improve employee and organizational well-being. Research has shown that emotionally exhausted
employees not only lose personal resources but also contribute to broader resource depletion within
organizations (Lebrón, Tabak, Shkoler & Rabenu, 2018). As a solution, we recommend providing
employees with psychological coping strategies through coaching, training, and empowerment ini-
tiatives (Gutierrez, 1994; Hess, 1984) to better manage job demands and allocate their resources
effectively.

Second, our study highlights that self-consciousness can amplify the negative effects of dirty work
and emotional exhaustion. To address this, organizations and managers should support employees
in reframing how they perceive societal views of their profession. This reframing can lessen the emo-
tional toll associated with dirty work. Organizations can achieve this by implementing initiatives
that emphasize the critical contributions made by employees in these roles, rather than allowing the
“dirty work” label to dominate perceptions. Allocating resources to positively reshape employees’
understanding of their roles and professions can foster resilience and improve employee well-being.

Limitations and future research
Despite the strengths outlined above, our study is not without limitations. First, dirty work and emo-
tional exhaustionweremeasured at a single time point (Time 1), whichmay lead to inflated responses
or biases due to common method variance (Podsakoff, Podsakoff, Williams, Huang & Yang, 2024).
Future research should address this limitation by measuring these variables at different time points
to reduce potential biases. Employing longitudinal designs would also allow researchers to examine
temporal changes in the experience of dirty work and emotional exhaustion over time, as well as
explore whether temporal factors influence employees’ perceptions.

Second, our sample included participants from various professions and industries, which may
have introduced variability in how dirty work is perceived, such as among police officers, correc-
tional officers, firefighters, exotic dancers, and butchers. Our supplemental analyses indicate that each
dimension of dirty work (i.e., physical, moral, and social) exhibits a similar pattern to the latent con-
struct. However, self-consciousness only moderated the direct effect of social forms of dirty work
on emotional exhaustion, and not the direct effect of physical and moral forms of dirty work. This
might suggest that individuals high in self-consciousness are particularly sensitive to how they are
perceived by others, making them more vulnerable to the interpersonal and reputational implica-
tions of socially tainted work (Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). Social taint often involves stigma derived
from societal judgment (e.g., association with deviant or marginalized groups), which may trigger
heightened self-awareness and concern about external evaluation. In contrast, physical and moral
taint are more related to the nature of the tasks (e.g., dealing with dirt or death, or performing ethi-
cally questionable tasks) and may not evoke the same degree of social scrutiny, thus failing to activate
self-consciousness to the same extent in predicting emotional exhaustion. We encourage future stud-
ies to test our model within a broader set of industries, using these dimension-specific constructs to
generate a deeper level understanding and a more generalizable investigation of this phenomenon.

Finally, our study examined self-consciousness in a sample comprising employees from theUnited
States and the United Kingdom, both of which are individualistic cultures. This aligns with research
suggesting that people in individualistic cultures place less emphasis on societal perceptions and focus
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more on self-concept (Markus & Kitayama, 2014), making them less concerned with societal views
of their engagement in dirty work. In contrast, individuals in collectivistic cultures, such as those
in Asia and Africa, are more likely to consider environmental and societal perceptions (Roberts,
Bareket-Shavit, Dollins, Goldie & Mortenson, 2020). Consequently, individuals in collectivistic cul-
tures might exhibit higher levels of self-consciousness, potentially amplifying the negative effects of
dirty work on emotional exhaustion. Future research should include samples from collectivistic cul-
tures to investigate how cultural differences may serve as boundary conditions for the effects of dirty
work.

Conclusion
We propose that employees in professions categorized as “dirty work” are particularly vulnerable to
emotional exhaustion due to the social stigmatization associated with their roles. Our findings indi-
cate that employees with lower self-consciousness possess a critical personal resource that helps them
mitigate the emotional toll of their profession. We hope that this work stimulates further research
into the unique challenges and beneficial characteristics required to succeed in necessary yet socially
stigmatized professions.
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Appendix
Survey questionnaire

Experienced Dirty Work

1. I had to do something I considered immoral or unethical.P
2. I encouraged someone to do something that was not in his or her best interest.P
3. I had to do something that I thought was deceptive or misleading.P
4. I had to invade someone’s privacy.P
5. I had to touch some things that were filthy to do my job.S
6. I had to do some things I found physically disgusting.S
7. I had to work in physically unpleasant surroundings.S
8. I had to do things that presented a danger to my health (i.e., physical danger or risk of illness).S
9. I had to behave like a servant to other people.M

10. I had to interact with people who have a questionable background.M
11. I had to tolerate being treated abusively by others (e.g., customers, coworkers, or bosses).M
12. I had a strong opinion but felt I should not express it in front of others.M

Note: P = Physically tainted; S = Socially tainted; M = Morally tainted

Emotional Exhaustion

1. I feel emotionally drained from my work
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2. I feel used up at the end of the workday
3. I feel fatigued when I get up in the morning and have to face another day on the job
4. Working with people all day is really a strain for me
5. I feel burned out from my work
6. I feel frustrated by my job
7. I feel I’m working too hard on my job
8. Working with people directly puts too much stress on me
9. I feel like I’m at the end of my rope

Life Satisfaction

1. In most ways, my life is close to my ideal.
2. The conditions of my life are excellent.
3. I am satisfied with my life.
4. So far, I have gotten the important things I want in life.
5. If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.

Career Satisfaction

1. I am satisfied with the success I have achieved in my career.
2. I am satisfied with the progress I have made toward meeting my overall career goals.
3. I am satisfied with the progress I have made in meeting my goals for income.
4. I am satisfied with the progress I have made in meeting my goals for advancement.
5. I am satisfied with the progress I have made in meeting my goals for the development of new skills.

Job Satisfaction

1. All in all, I am satisfied with my job.
2. In general, I like working here.
3. All things considered; I am satisfied with my current job.

Self-Consciousness

1. I am concerned about the way I present myself.
2. I am self-conscious about the way I look.
3. I am concerned about what other people think of me.
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