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MANAGEMENT | RESEARCH ARTICLE

Does emotional exhaustion influence turnover 
intention among early-career employees? A 
moderated-mediation study on Malaysian SMEs
Tajneen Affnaan Saleh1, Abdullah Sarwar1*, Nasreen Khan1, Mosab I. Tabash2* and 
Mohammad Imtiaz Hossain1

Abstract:  The aim of the present study was to investigate the relationship between 
early-career employees’ emotional exhaustion and turnover intention in the infor
mation technology sector. Given the scarce empirical evidence on how turnover 
intention and emotional exhaustion can be reduced among early-career employees, 
ethical leadership was investigated as a mediator in this relationship based on the 
Social Exchange Theory (SET). Furthermore, using the Conservation of Resource 
Theory (COR), this study sought to understand the moderating role of a specific 
organizational ethical climate (i.e. self-interest climate) in the relationships among 
emotional exhaustion, ethical leadership, and turnover intention. Data was col
lected using convenience sampling from 243 early-career employees working in 
small and medium enterprises in the information technology sector. The results of 
structural equation modeling (SEM) indicated that early-career employees’ emo
tional exhaustion significantly increases their turnover intention. This effect was 
found to be mediated by low ethical leadership and moderated by the self-interest 
ethical climate. However, the findings did not support the moderating effect of the 
self-interest ethical climate on the relationship between ethical leadership and 
employees’ turnover intention. This study contributes to the existing knowledge on 
COR and SET by incorporating the antecedents of turnover intention, which have 
a significant impact on employees’ decision-making regarding withdrawal. 
Additionally, the study addresses the underexplored topic of specific ethical cli
mates and their effects on employees. By examining how a key antecedent of 
turnover intention operates within an organizational self-interest ethical climate, 
this paper advances our understanding of this complex phenomenon. A discussion 
of the study’s limitations and suggestions for future research conclude the paper.
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1. Introduction
Employee turnover poses a significant challenge for organizations that heavily rely on their work
force and strive to strengthen employee-organization attachment quality. Turnover refers to the 
situation in which an employee voluntarily leaves the organization after expressing a prior inten
tion to withdraw (Skelton et al., 2019). This phenomenon has been a major problem for many years 
as it leads to the loss of specialized human capital and incurs costs associated with hiring and 
training replacement staff (Babalola et al., 2016; Hancock et al., 2013). Recent evidence from Sija 
(2021) has shown a significant increase in the workforce turnover rate, reaching 27.9% in 2019. 
Research indicates that employees go through an evaluation process before ultimately deciding to 
quit (Hancock et al., 2013), while a previous study highlighted that approximately 25% of turnover 
intention actually results in turnover (Sausa-Poza & Sousa-Poza, 2007). Therefore, this study aimed 
to address the limited understanding of how to mitigate turnover intention among early-career 
employees in small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in the information technology sector.

The early-career stage is a critical period during which individuals become acclimated to the 
organization and gain acceptance within the business (Lee et al., 2017). Early-career employees, 
typically between 18 and 35 years old, are highly valuable for organizations in terms of maintain
ing their strength and ensuring sustainable development. Zaharee et al. (2018) found that these 
employees prioritize work-life balance, technology, and making significant contributions to their 
organizations. Consequently, organizations are keen on retaining early-career employees due to 
their positive attitudes and potential contributions. However, previous research on turnover inten
tion among early-career employees has predominantly focused on the experiences of new grad
uates in their first year of employment, with limited attention given to subsequent years of their 
early-career development (Cosgrave et al., 2018). This is a concerning gap in the literature, as 
Queiri et al. (2015) found that early-career employees in Asia have shorter employment durations, 
averaging 18 months compared to previous generations who stayed an average of up to four 
years. Notably, Black (2010) observed that early-career employees require significant effort to 
establish a strong relationship with their organization and typically demonstrate less commitment. 
Therefore, there is a need to examine early-career employees’ turnover intention beyond just their 
initial career experiences.

Moreover, it is crucial to study early-career employees in SMEs, as these organizations play 
a vital role in economic development and employment growth (Memon et al., 2016), thereby 
significantly impacting global economies (De Sousa Jabbour et al., 2020). According to data from 
The World Bank (2020), SMEs account for over 90% of global businesses and have made significant 
contributions to job creation and inclusive economic development. Pinkovetskaia et al. (2020) also 
suggested that the development of SMEs has a substantial impact on business relationships. In 
Malaysia, SMEs play a crucial role in economic growth, making up 98.5% of business establish
ments and contributing 38.9% to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2019 (SME Corp, 2019). 
Recognizing this, the Malaysian government has implemented various programs to enhance the 
sustainable performance of SMEs (Musa & Chinniah, 2016). However, one major challenge faced by 
SMEs is their high turnover rate, which leads to labor shortages and increased costs associated 
with recruitment, staffing, and training (Wen et al., 2020). Furthermore, it has been reported that 
approximately 61% of the global workforce is engaged in informal and temporary employment, 
with only 39% employed on a permanent basis (ILO, 2020).

Griffeth et al. (2000) emphasized that the work environment, specifically working conditions, can 
significantly influence employees’ turnover intention by causing emotional exhaustion. In 
Malaysia, the working population has experienced excessive fatigue, with 58% reporting its impact 
at least once every three months (Khalil, 2022). This pressing issue necessitates a thorough 
analysis of the underlying causes to avoid employee dissatisfaction, which may result in decreased 
job satisfaction and ultimately lead to turnover. Consequently, organizations must closely monitor 
the occurrence of emotional exhaustion among employees to gain a comprehensive understand
ing of their changing attitudes and behaviors.
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This study makes significant theoretical contributions to the literature on early-career employ
ees’ emotional exhaustion and turnover intention in three main aspects. First, it clarifies 
whether early-career employees’ emotional exhaustion is a significant predictor of turnover 
intention. Previous research has indicated that employees engaged in demanding jobs that 
require long hours and routine tasks may experience emotional exhaustion (S. H. Chan et al.,  
2015; Suifan et al., 2020). These employees often face excessive role stress in their work 
environment, which can push them to consider alternative options and develop withdrawal 
intentions.

Despite the negative impact of emotional exhaustion on turnover behavior, understanding 
potential approaches to mitigate the negative consequences associated with turnover intention 
remains an underexplored area of research. Therefore, the second contribution of this study is its 
examination of the influence of ethical leadership on early-career employees. Ethical leadership 
has been found to predict positive outcomes, including employees’ job satisfaction, commitment, 
and willingness to report problems (Bedi et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2005). As such, when guided by 
an ethical leader, employees may be less likely to waste valuable resources (such as time, energy, 
and social relationships) and deal with potential workplace risks (such as office politics) (Plantiveau 
et al., 2018; Riisla et al., 2021). However, limited attention has been given to the relationship 
between employees’ emotional exhaustion amid the presence of an ethical leader. Therefore, 
guided by the Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964), this research addresses this gap and 
extends Dust et al. (2018) study by examining how ethical leadership links employees’ emotional 
exhaustion to their behavioral intention to leave the organization.

Third, the study addresses the growing concerns of researchers and practitioners worldwide 
about corporations’ involvement in corruption and immoral behavior, such as in the cases of Enron, 
National Irish Bank, and Volkswagen (Babalola et al., 2019; Palanski et al., 2021). Previous studies 
have identified ethical climate as a stressor associated with negative work outcomes, including 
increased emotional exhaustion and turnover intention (Saleh, Mehmood, et al., 2022; Saleh, 
Sarwar, et al., 2022). Dealing with a demanding work climate has been linked to emotional 
exhaustion among employees, as suggested by Maslach and Leiter (2018). Despite the significance 
of employees’ perceptions of the ethical climate, however, limited knowledge exists regarding how 
the self-interest ethical climate influences early-career employees’ responses in SMEs. 
Consequently, building on the Conservation of Resources (COR) theory, this study examined the 
moderating influence of the self-interest ethical climate on the relationship between emotional 
exhaustion and turnover intention, which has been overlooked in previous research.

To make the aforementioned contributions to the literature, this study aimed to answer the 
following research questions in the context of Malaysian tech SMEs: (i) Is there a relationship 
between early-career employees’ emotional exhaustion and their turnover intention? (ii) Is this 
relationship mediated by ethical leadership? and (iii) Does the self-interest ethical climate moder
ate the effects of emotional exhaustion and ethical leadership on turnover intention? By combining 
these concepts into one comprehensive framework, this study endeavors to address the chal
lenges of reducing turnover intention as well as mitigating the potential negative effects of the 
self-interest ethical climate among early-career employees in SMEs. This study also offers a better 
understanding of early-career employees’ decision to align themselves with an organization or not, 
as it draws on the suggestion made by Barattucci et al. (2021) concerning the influence of ethical 
leadership at the individual level and the self-interest climate as an often overlooked boundary 
condition (Paterson & Huang, 2018). Moreover, the research delves into ethical leadership as 
a mechanism that can effectively reduce employee turnover intention, which is a topic that 
remains unexplored. Thus, this investigation is not only interesting but also highly relevant, as it 
identifies potential solutions to reduce turnover intention among early-career employees facing 
significant emotional exhaustion.
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2. Literature review

2.1. Employees’ emotional exhaustion
Burnout, a psychological condition resulting from prolonged exposure to work-related pressures, 
reflects an individual’s response to specific work conditions (Costa & Moss, 2018; Leiter & Maslach,  
2009). It occurs when the organizational climate indirectly impacts employees’ health through 
associated workplace risks or demands (Loh et al., 2019). For instance, a recent systematic 
literature review by Allam et al. (2022) revealed that burnout is prevalent among female primary 
teachers due to poor working conditions and a lack of organizational support. This study narrowed 
its focus to emotional exhaustion, one of three characteristics of work-related burnout (Maslach 
et al., 2001). Emotional exhaustion refers to the depletion of emotional resources, leading to a loss 
of energy and leaving individuals without enough resources to fulfill their job requirements (Gupta 
& Srivastava, 2020). It serves as a primary indicator of burnout and an antecedent to other 
burnout-related behavioral and emotional concerns (Maslach and Leiter, 2017). Experiencing 
emotional exhaustion in the workplace is inevitable; it affects individuals across all levels of the 
organization, from front-line employees to upper management. Xu et al. (2018) observed that 
emotional exhaustion often occurs during workplace interpersonal encounters when emotional 
demands surpass coping capacity. Additionally, certain organizational and demographic charac
teristics may influence emotional exhaustion, as men tend to restrain emotions more than women 
and may feel less emotionally exhausted (Gross & John, 2003; Purvanova & Muros, 2010).

Research has found that employees who frequently confront challenging organizational situa
tions alone and lack interaction with coworkers or managers are more likely to experience high 
levels of emotional exhaustion (Plantiveau et al., 2018). As a result, they may develop prolonged 
stress responses to persistent workplace pressures, which could be linked to cognitive decline 
among early-career employees (Giorgi et al., 2020). Similarly, Teoh and Kee found that emotional 
exhaustion is positively linked to obstacles in personal development, as excessive demands can 
become stressors when individuals fail to properly recover. Consequently, these employees may 
seek alternative ways to cope and recover from their feelings of exhaustion. Another recent study 
suggests that job demands are more strongly associated with emotional exhaustion, while job 
resources are more related to personal accomplishment (Guan & Jepsen, 2020).

Applying the COR theory (Hobfoll, 1988), this study explored the motivational and performance 
implications of emotional exhaustion. According to COR, employees try to conserve their remaining 
resources to manage stress and prevent future strain (Halbesleben et al., 2009). In stressful 
employment settings, valued resources may become depleted, leading to emotional exhaustion 
(Ain et al., 2022; Reb et al., 2017). Therefore, this study explored the motivational drive among 
early-career employees to sustain their emotional well-being, as these young employees tend to 
positively correlate emotional exhaustion with their turnover intention.

2.2. Turnover intention
Organizational success relies on sustainability, encompassing economic, environmental, and social 
components (Ullah et al., 2021). In this regard, employee turnover has been a persistent and 
challenging issue affecting organizations’ success for decades. According to research by Tarallo 
(2018) in the U.S., employers spent an average turnover cost of $600 billion in 2018, with projected 
annual costs rising to $680 billion by 2020. As a precursor of turnover, turnover intention refers to 
the willingness of employees to voluntarily leave their organization (Tett & Meyer, 1993). It arises 
when there is a conflict between employees’ motivation and the firm’s working conditions (Cohen 
et al., 2016). Self-reported turnover intention is often preferable from a practical standpoint 
compared to researchers’ direct observation of actual turnover (Kang et al., 2021).

Since replacing experienced employees takes time and effort (Chiat & Panatik, 2019), numerous 
studies have been conducted to better understand turnover intention, with the goal of addressing 
employee retention and enhancing organizational effectiveness (Benevene et al., 2018; Hom et al.,  
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2012; Reina et al., 2018). According to Demirtas and Akdogan (2019), most scholars have 
attempted to identify the reasons behind turnover, including external factors (e.g., job availability 
and unemployment levels), organizational factors (e.g., leadership style, work environment, and 
reward system), and individual factors (e.g., job dissatisfaction and performance of others). 
Previous research has also highlighted that turnover intention is exacerbated by management 
failures attributed to poor leadership (Paterson & Huang, 2018). Additionally, Ponomariov et al. 
(2020) found that young male employees with short tenures at work are more likely to express 
turnover intention and consider leaving their workplace.

In Malaysia, employee turnover concerns have been emphasized since the early 1990s, with 
a growing demand for human resources under challenging working conditions (Keni et al., 2013). 
However, most of the empirical research on employee turnover has been conducted in non-Asian 
contexts, particularly in the United States and Canada (Haines et al., 2010; Rondeau and Wagar,  
2016). In comparison, there are few empirical studies on the work-related challenges experienced 
by employees working in SMEs in Malaysia. In light of the significant cost of staff turnover and the 
persisting struggle to attract and retain high-quality employees, organizations must address the 
roles of emotional exhaustion (DeConinck, 2014) and ethical climate (S. H. J. Chan & James, 2020) 
as key factors of turnover to ensure workforce stability. Based on this premise, this study adopted 
a human resource development approach to reduce turnover intention among early-career 
employees in the SME sector.

2.3. Emotional exhaustion and turnover intention
Emotional exhaustion, the primary symptom of burnout (Maslach et al., 2001), poses significant risks not 
only to employees’ physical and emotional health but also to business success. Extensive literature on 
emotional exhaustion indicates its association with unfavorable employment outcomes, including high 
turnover intention (Reb et al., 2017; Saleh, Sarwar, et al., 2022; Wen et al., 2020). The intensity of work 
within an organization is a known stressor that is strongly linked to emotional exhaustion and contributes 
to low job satisfaction (Elçi et al., 2018). This means overburdened employees may experience emotional 
exhaustion (S. H. Chan et al., 2015; Nasharudin et al., 2020; Suifan et al., 2020), leading to a decline in their 
service quality, and subsequently, an increase in their job turnover intention (Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro,  
2020). Considering the negative impact of employees’ emotional exhaustion on their withdrawal beha
vior, this study proposed the following hypothesis:

H1. Emotional exhaustion is positively related to early career employees’ turnover intention.

2.4. Ethical leadership, emotional exhaustion, and turnover intention
The success of teams and organizations is significantly influenced by workplace leaders (Riisla 
et al., 2021). In this regard, ethical leadership is defined as the “display of behaviors consistent 
with appropriate norms, which are visible through the leader’s actions and relationships” (Brown 
et al., 2005, p. 120). The emphasis on ethical leadership arises from the recognition that ethics play 
a crucial role in effective leadership, as leaders are responsible for promoting ethical climates and 
behavior within the organization (Brown & Treviño, 2006). Ethical leaders are known for their 
honesty, fairness, and trustworthiness, and they play a pivotal role in defining and articulating 
corporate values that foster a positive environment for employees. More beneficially, these leaders 
invest time in engaging and encouraging employees to make the latter feel consistently acknowl
edged and valued. Such actions enable two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision- 
making (Neubert et al., 2009). As a result, working with ethical leaders empowers individuals and 
fosters confidence, leading to greater involvement and a sense of value in the work unit (Mehmood 
et al., 2021).

According to the SET (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005), ethical leaders influence their 
employees through exchange learning, serving as an intermediary through which followers con
tribute to desired outcomes for the organization (Pucic, 2015) and engage in ethical actions (Hoch 
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et al., 2018). Kim Siew’s study (Kim Siew, 2017) pointed out that supervisors are responsible for 
directing their subordinates’ work and making key decisions that influence their actions. When 
employees receive positive initiating actions from their supervisors, they respond with more 
positive reciprocations (e.g., staying with the organization) or less negative reciprocations (e.g., 
turnover intention) (Cropanzano et al., 2017). This creates a trickle-down effect in firms from top 
management teams to lower-level employees (O’Keefe et al., 2019). In this manner, by treating 
people fairly and respectfully, ethical leadership establishes trust and thereby increases employee 
retention (De Hoogh & Den Hartog, 2008). Conversely, low levels of ethical leadership may lead to 
higher turnover intention and emotional exhaustion (Okpozo et al., 2017). Based on these justifica
tions, this study posits that a lack of ethical leadership mediates the relationship between emo
tional exhaustion and turnover intention. Accordingly, the following hypotheses were postulated:

H2a. Early-career employees’ emotional exhaustion is negatively related to ethical leadership.

H2b. Ethical leadership is negatively related to early-career employees’ turnover intention.

H2c. Ethical leadership mediates the relationship between early-career employees’ emotional 
exhaustion and turnover intention.

2.5. Self-interest ethical climate as a moderator
Among the various antecedents of employee conduct, the concept of ethical climate has emerged 
as a significant factor (Kuenzi et al., 2020; Martin & Cullen, 2006; Newman et al., 2017). Victor and 
Cullen (1988) defined ethical climate as “prevailing perceptions of typical organizational activities 
and procedures with ethical meaning” (p. 101). They presented a taxonomy of nine different types 
of ethical climates, each formed based on employees’ personal desires and career aspirations. This 
is in line with Cheng and Wang’s (2015) suggestion that “ethical climate may not be regarded as 
a whole in the study and should be divided down into several sub-dimensions for assessment to 
better understand its internal mechanism” (p. 640). Ethical climates in organizations guide 
employees with behavioral norms, helping them distinguish what is acceptable in the workplace. 
Positive ethical climates are associated with desirable outcomes such as job satisfaction and 
organizational commitment, while negative ethical climates are linked to undesirable outcomes 
like turnover intention (Decoster et al., 2019) or emotional exhaustion.

Self-interest (under egoistic criterion) and individual locus of control characterize the self- 
interest ethical climate, where individuals prioritize their own needs and preferences, such as 
personal gain or self-defense. Accordingly, an organizational self-interest ethical climate promotes 
an individualistic and independent approach to ethical challenges within the organization (Teresi 
et al., 2019). For example, early studies by Victor and Cullen (1988) suggested that telemarketing 
sales agents’ organizational commitment is relatively low when each person’s sales and commis
sions are independent, such that they primarily focus on their self-interests. In such a climate, 
employees tend to protect and reward the interests of their in-group members, and those who 
exhibit corrupt intentions and behaviors tend to display a higher commitment to unethical objec
tives (Rabl, 2011). Moreover, in a self-interest climate, employees may evade personal account
ability for the consequences of their unethical behavior (S. H. J. Chan & James, 2020), which can 
lead to emotional exhaustion and subsequent coping withdrawal behaviors as employees seek to 
conserve their remaining resources (Gupta & Srivastava, 2020; Pooja et al., 2016).

To foster positive workplace outcomes, organizations should focus on flexible human capital 
arrangements and adapt to changing environments. In this regard, ethical leadership plays 
a crucial role in shaping an organization’s ethical standards through procedures, processes, and 
policies, influencing employees’ perceptions of the ethical climate (Kuenzi et al., 2020; Ogunfowora 
et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2017). Perceptions of a high self-interest ethical climate signal to 
employees that they are not valued members of the organization, which may increase the impacts 
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of low ethical leadership and high emotional exhaustion on their intention to turnover. Based on 
the preceding discussion, this study hypothesized the following:

H3. The self-interest ethical climate moderates the positive relationship between early-career 
employees’ emotional exhaustion and turnover intention, such that the relationship is stronger 
at higher levels of the self-interest climate.

H4. The self-interest ethical climate moderates the negative relationship between ethical leader
ship and early-career employees’ turnover intention, such that the relationship is weaker at higher 
levels of the self-interest climate.

Figure 1 depicts the conceptual framework of the study.

3. Methodology

3.1. Sampling and data collection
This study followed the positivism paradigm and deductive approach. Quantitative data was 
collected through a questionnaire survey administered among early-career employees of informa
tion technology SMEs in the state of Selangor, Malaysia. This industry was chosen because 
organizations seeking young technical talent are expected to provide beneficial organizational 
conditions that can attract and retain such talent. Selangor was selected as it houses the highest 
number (19.8%) of SMEs in Malaysia according to the Department of Statistics Malaysia (DOSM,  
2016). The DOSM (2020) reported a total of 248,165 SMEs (229,876 small and 18,289 medium- 
sized) in Malaysia as of 2020.

Due to the lack of a specific sampling frame and exact number of employees in the target 
category, the study employed a non-probability sampling technique, specifically convenience 
sampling, to select early-career employees in tech SMEs in Selangor. Prior to data collection, 
a power analysis was conducted using G*Power 3.1.9.4 software (Faul et al., 2007) to determine 
the required sample size for the proposed structural model (Figure 1). The analysis indicated that 
a minimum of 129 observations were needed to achieve 95% statistical power for a medium effect 
size (0.15) at a significance level of 5% (0.05). To ensure an adequate response rate, researchers 
distributed 516 (i.e., four times the required sample size) questionnaires both physically and 
virtually.

Figure 1. Conceptual model.

Source: Developed by authors
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The physical survey was administered by visiting SMEs and startup fairs, while the online Google 
Form survey was shared on LinkedIn and social media groups for Malaysian startups and entre
preneurs. To choose the sample SMEs for physical data collection, data was acquired from the 
Department of Statistics Malaysia and SME Corporation Malaysia. Permission to conduct the 
research was sought from top management in the chosen SMEs. The questionnaire, along with 
a cover note highlighting the confidentiality of respondents’ information, was sent to the human 
resource personnel, following Dillman’s (2000) recommendation. They then took responsibility for 
collecting data from the employees and set a deadline for the questionnaires’ return. A cover page 
was also included in the online version of the questionnaire. All respondents were informed that 
participation in the survey was voluntary, and that they could opt out at any time. Through 
screening questions, the survey was administered only to early-career tech SME employees who 
had worked under their current managers for six months or more, as suggested by Yukl et al. 
(2019). These criteria not only met the research objectives, but also ensured that the sampled 
employees have had the opportunity to observe the behavior of their leaders and organizations.

The completed surveys were collected within a two-month timeframe, ending in April 2022. 
A total of 306 responses were ultimately received, out of which 243 were deemed usable. This 
sample size is considered adequate, as Siew et al. (2023) recent study on job hopping in Malaysian 
SMEs also attained 203 employees’ responses. The data was then analyzed using SPSS 24 and 
SmartPLS 4. Table 1 provides an overview of the respondents’ profile.

3.2. Measurements
A structured questionnaire was developed to assess the study variables and gather demographic 
information, including gender, age, ethnicity, highest education level, number of years in the 
current position, and number of years under the current manager. The variables were measured 
using validated scales from previous research (Leiter & Schaufeli, 1996). The survey items were 
kept in their original English form.

For assessing emotional exhaustion, respondents were asked to rate four items on how they 
manage their own emotions at work, with scale markers from “1 = Never” to “5 = Always.” The 
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.804. Turnover intention was assessed using a three-item 
scale (Kelloway et al.,1999) rated on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from “1 = Strongly Disagree” 
to “5 = Strongly Agree.” It measured employees’ desire to leave the organization based on per
ceived job pressure, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.806. Next, the 10-item scale for ethical leadership 

Table 1. Demographic profile of the respondents
Variable Categories Percentage Mean Std. Deviation
Gender Male 40.4 1.6 0.492

Female 59.6

Age 18 to 25 32.8 1.26 0.863

26 to 35 67.2

Ethnicity Malay 48.8 1.51 1.169

Chinese 26.7

Indian 24.1

No. of years in 
present position

2 Years or less 29.2 1.15 0.97

2 to 4 Years 37.3

5 to 7 Years 12.3

No. of years under 
present manager

2 Years or less 40.2 0.82 0.839

2 to 4 Years 40.4

5 to 7 Years 13.8

Source: Outcome from SPSS for descriptive analysis 
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was adapted from Brown et al. (2005) and rated on a five-point Likert scale, from “1 = Strongly 
Disagree” to “5 = Strongly Agree.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.868. Finally, self- 
interest ethical climate was measured using a five-item scale adapted from Cullen et al. (1993) 
Ethical Climate Questionnaire, rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “1 = Mostly False” to “5  
= Mostly True.” Due to reliability and validity concerns in the Malaysian context, two egoism (self- 
interest) questions were excluded from the self-interest ethical climate scale. The Cronbach’s 
alpha for this scale was 0.704.

To validate the appropriateness of the factor analysis for the 20 items, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
(KMO) test and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity were employed. The KMO test yielded an overall 
measure of sampling adequacy of 0.762 (>0.50), and Bartlett’s test provided support for the factor 
analysis with a value of 2307.567, df = 190, and significance at p < 0.01. All items also showed 
loadings greater than 0.60, as displayed in Table 3.

3.3. Control variables
This study incorporated control variables to account for participants’ demographics that could be 
potential antecedents of employee turnover intention, specifically age and ethnicity. Prior research 
has indicated that individual factors, including age, gender, employment tenure, and education, 
can impact employee turnover intention behaviors (e.g., Cohen et al., 2016). Thus, by including age 
and ethnicity as control variables, the study aimed to explore potential differences in turnover 
intention among respondents of different age and ethnic groups.

3.4. Common method bias
To address potential common method bias (CMB), this study implemented several strategies based 
on the recommendations of Podsakoff et al. (2012) and Tehseen et al. (2017). Firstly, participants 
were assured that their responses would remain private and confidential, and that the data would 
be used solely for research purposes. Secondly, the survey was designed in a way that the 
measurements were presented on separate pages, and explicit instructions were given for parti
cipants to read each statement carefully and respond honestly, emphasizing that the data would 
only be used for research purposes. Item ambiguity was minimized by defining unfamiliar terms 
and using specific questions (Tourangeau et al., 2000).

Additionally, to further assess the presence of CMB, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted, 
involving a principal component factor analysis that included all major constructs. This test was 
performed as a post-hoc analysis after data collection to examine whether a single factor 
accounted for most of the variance in the data (Chang et al., 2010). The results indicated that 
38% of the data variance was explained by a single factor, which is less than the threshold of 50% 
(Fuller et al., 2016; Svensson et al., 2018). This suggests that common method variance was not 
a significant concern in this study.

4. Data analysis and results
A preliminary analysis of the study data was conducted using SPSS version 24.0, which included 
examining missing values, outliers, means, medians, standard deviations, and normality assump
tions. No missing values and outliers were found, while skewness values ranged from −2.214 to 
0.289 and kurtosis values ranged from −1.284 to 7.433. According to Kline (2011), the results 
indicated that non-normality did not severely affect the parameter estimation and standard 
deviation of the model since all absolute skew values were smaller than eight, and kurtosis was 
smaller than 10.

Table 1 presents the demographic profile of the respondents. The respondents consisted of 
40.4% males and 59.6% females. Among the early-career employees, 32.8% fell under the age 
group of 18 to 25, while 67.2% were aged between 26 and 35. Regarding ethnicity, the largest 
group represented was Malay (48.8%), followed by Chinese (26.7%) and Indian (24.1%). The 
majority of early-career employees had been in their current position for two to four years 
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(37.3%), and a similar percentage (40.4%) had been working under their current manager for two 
to four years.

4.1. Descriptive statistics and correlations
The study utilized SPSS 24.0 software to calculate descriptive statistics and correlations. 
Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlation values for all key 
variables. As shown in Table 2, early-career employees’ emotional exhaustion is positively 
correlated with their turnover intention (r = .42, p < .01), negatively correlated with ethical 
leadership (r = −.19, p < .01), and positively correlated with the self-interest ethical climate (r  
= .45, p < .01). Ethical leadership was found to be negatively correlated with both turnover 
intention (r = −.22, p < .01) and the self-interest ethical climate (r = −.32, p < .01). Additionally, 
early-career employees’ gender appears to be positively correlated with organizations’ self- 
interest ethical climate (r = .19, p < .01). On the other hand, employees’ ethnicity is positively 
correlated with their level of emotional exhaustion (r = .16, p < .01). Lastly, early-career 
employees’ turnover intention was shown to be negatively correlated with their number of 
years working in the same position (r = −.17, p < .01), but positively correlated with the self- 
interest ethical climate (r = .18, p < .01) and emotional exhaustion (r = .42, p < .01). These 
results provided initial support for the hypotheses.

4.2. Structural equation modeling
As the data deviated from the assumption of multivariate normality, partial least squares struc
tural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) was employed to test the hypotheses. Specifically, bootstrap
ping with 5000 resamples and a 95% bias-corrected confidence interval was employed to estimate 
the model (Byrne, 2016). The first stage of PLS-SEM is the assessment of the measurement model 
to ascertain reliability and validity, while the second stage is the assessment of the structural 
model for hypothesis testing.

4.2.1. Measurement model analysis results 
In the measurement model analysis, the constructs were assessed for internal consistency relia
bility, convergent validity, and discriminant validity, following the standard evaluation criteria 
proposed by Hair et al. (2019) and Sarstedt et al. (2020). Table 3 presents the results of the 
evaluation for reliability and convergent validity using factor loadings, composite reliability (CR), 
and average variance extracted (AVE).

All the item loadings exceeded the recommended value of 0.6 (Chin et al., 2008), indicating 
satisfactory convergent validity. The CR values for each latent construct also exceeded the recom
mended value of 0.7, further confirming the internal consistency reliability of the measurement 
model. Additionally, the AVE for each construct exceeded the suggested threshold of 0.5, which 
indicates that the latent constructs accounted for a substantial amount of variance in their 
respective indicators (Hair et al., 2017). This demonstrates the satisfactory convergent validity of 
the measurement model.

The second step involved assessing the discriminant validity through correlation (Table 4), which 
refers to the extent of differentiation between constructs in the measurement model (Rönkkö & 
Cho, 2022).

The Fornell and Larcker (1981) criterion was then applied to confirm discriminant validity. As 
presented in Table 5, the square root of AVE for each construct was higher than its correlation with 
other constructs, indicating acceptable discriminant validity.

Finally, the Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) method proposed by Henseler et al. (2015) was utilized 
to confirm discriminant validity. According to this method, discriminant validity is established if the 
HTMT values are below the thresholds of 0.90 (Henseler et al., 2015) or 0.85 (Kline, 2015), which is 
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Table 3. Convergent validity and reliability of constructs
Constructs Items Loadings CR AVE
Emotional 
Exhaustion

Working all day is really a strain for 
me

0.77 0.862 0.612

I feel emotionally drained from my 
work

0.88

I feel fatigued when I get up in the 
morning and have to face 
another day on the job

0.82

I feel used up at the end of the 
workday

0.64

Self-Interest 
Ethical Climate

In this company, people are 
mostly out for themselves

Dropped 0.816 0.563

There is no room for one’s own 
personal morals or ethics in this 
company

0.64

In this company, people 
protect their own interest 
above other considerations

0.96

People in this company are very 
concerned about what is best for 
themselves

0.61

It is expected that each 
individual is cared for when 
making decisions here

Dropped

Ethical 
Leadership

My manager . . .

Listens to what employees have to 
say

0.78 0.899 0.521

Disciplines employees who violate 
ethical standards

0.62

Conducts his/her personal life in 
an ethical manner

0.68

Has the best interests of 
employees in mind

0.75

Makes fair and balanced 
decisions

0.65

Can be trusted 0.73

Discusses business ethics or 
values with employees

0.87

Defines success not just by 
results but also the way that 
they are obtained

0.70

Sets an example of how to do 
things the right way in terms of 
ethics

0.71

When making decisions, asks 
“what is the right thing to do?”

0.66

Turnover 
Intention

I plan on leaving my job within 
the next year

0.90 0.886 0.722

I will likely actively look for a new 
job in the next year

0.82

I often think about quitting 0.83

Source: Outcome from SmartPLS 4 
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proven in Table 6. Thus, correlation, HTMT and the Fornell and Larcker criteria demonstrate that the 
constructs in the study had acceptable discriminant validity.

4.2.2. Structural model analysis results 
After establishing the reliability and validity of the constructs, the structural model assessment 
was conducted, wherein path relationships were analyzed to examine the direct and indirect 
relationships among the variables (see Table 7 for results). The R2, beta coefficient, and corre
sponding t-values were computed using the bootstrapping procedure with 5000 resamples (Hair 

Table 4. Discriminant validity assessment using correlation
Constructs 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Age 1.000
Emotional 
exhaustion

0.05 0.783

Ethical climate 0.012 −0.194 0.621
Ethical 
leadership

0.118 −0.311 0.513 0.708

Ethnicity 0.042 −0.157 −0.232 −0.153 1.000
Turnover 
intention

−0.142 0.438 −0.348 −0.337 0.102 0.850

Ethical climate 
x Ethical 
leadership

0.029 −0.008 0.002 −0.433 0.048 0.119

Ethical climate 
x Emotional 
exhaustion

0.024 −0.091 −0.05 −0.007 0.005 −0.188 −0.148

Values on the diagonal (bolded) are square root of the AVE while the off-diagonals are correlations. 
Source: Outcome from SmartPLS 4. 

Table 6. Discriminant validity assessment using HTMT criterion
Constructs Emotional 

exhaustion
Ethical climate Ethical 

leadership
Turnover 
intention

Emotional 
exhaustion

Ethical climate 0.348

Ethical leadership 0.279 0.61

Turnover intention 0.509 0.408 .342

Source: Outcome from SmartPLS 4. 

Table 5. Discriminant validity assessment using Fornell and Larcker criteria
Constructs Emotional 

exhaustion
Ethical climate Ethical 

leadership
Turnover 
intention

Emotional 
exhaustion

0.783

Ethical climate −0.194 0.621

Ethical leadership −0.311 0.513 .708

Turnover intention 0.438 −0.348 −.337 0.85

Source: Outcome from Smart-PLS4. 
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et al., 2013). Additionally, effect sizes (f2) were reported, indicating that age and ethnicity have 
relatively small and medium effects, respectively, on turnover intention.

First, H1 tested the direct effect of emotional exhaustion on turnover intention. The results 
indicated a significant positive impact of early-career employees’ emotional exhaustion on their 
turnover intention with R2 = 0.306, (β = 0.492, t = 9.228, p < 0.001), thus supporting H1. Next, H2 
examined the mediating role of ethical leadership in the relationship between emotional 
exhaustion and turnover intention. The bootstrapping approach suggested by Hair et al. 
(2017) was employed for mediation analysis, as it can assess the sampling distribution of 
statistics. A significant mediation effect occurs when the indirect influence of an independent 
variable on a dependent variable through an intervening variable is statistically significant 
(Preacher & Hayes, 2008). The results revealed that when ethical leadership is highly present 
in the workplace, emotional exhaustion among employees is low with R2 = 0.097 (β = 0.063, t =  
3.268, p < 0.003). Moreover, high ethical leadership in the workplace is associated with a low 
likelihood of employee turnover intention. This study found that ethical leadership serves as 
a major mechanism connecting employees’ emotional exhaustion and their turnover intention, 
aligning with the propositions of the SET. Thus, H2 was supported, indicating that ethical 
leadership fully mediates the relationship between emotional exhaustion and turnover 
intention.

4.2.3. Moderation analysis results 
For H3, moderation testing was conducted to examine whether the self-interest ethical climate 
moderates the association between emotional exhaustion and turnover intention. The boot
strapping analysis indicated a significant moderating effect (β = 0.124, t = 2.893, p < 0.001), 
while the f2 value implied a medium effect on the relationship. These results suggest that 
when early-career employees perceive a high self-interest ethical climate, their emotional 
exhaustion levels lead to higher turnover intention (see Figure 2). The R2 change of 0.306 with 
the addition of the interaction term (EE*SIEC) further confirmed the presence of a moderation 
effect, as there was an increase in the variance explained by the independent factor in the 
dependent factor after introducing the moderator variable. Hence, H3 was supported. As for H4, 
the analysis revealed that there was an insignificant difference in the relationship between 
ethical leadership and employees’ turnover intention across high and low self-interest ethical 
climates (β = −0.059, t = 1.068, p > 0.001). Thus, H4 was not supported.

Figure 3 illustrates the full structural model of this study.
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Figure 2. The moderating effect 
of the self-interest ethical cli
mate on the relationship 
between emotional exhaustion 
and turnover intention.
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5. Discussion
The main objective of this study was to examine the relationship between early-career employees’ 
emotional exhaustion and their turnover intention, while considering the mediating role of ethical 
leadership. Additionally, the study focused on the moderating influence of the self-interest ethical 
climate, providing a more comprehensive scope for contribution to the existing literature. By 
investigating the dynamic nature of the workplace environment, this research aimed to identify 
the consequences of the self-interest climate on employees’ emotional exhaustion and ethical 
leadership and their impact on workplace outcomes. Four hypotheses were formulated based on 
the study’s objectives, and the results obtained through PLS-SEM supported three of them. The key 
findings are explained in the following sub-sections.

5.1. Main findings
The findings of this study contribute to the existing body of knowledge by providing empirical 
evidence on the significance of emotional exhaustion in triggering early-career SME employees’ 
turnover intention, thereby answering the first research question. Addressing the second research 
question about the mediating role of ethical leadership between emotional exhaustion and turn
over intention, the results suggest that low levels of ethical leadership can make highly exhausted 
employees form the intention to leave the organization.

The findings align with the research of Bedi et al. (2016) and Dust et al. (2018), which suggest that when 
employees perceive their leaders as ethical, they are more likely to feel competent, effective, and flexible 
in their work. Employees who work under ethical leaders also experience higher levels of confidence, 
purpose, influence, and control pertaining to their job. These positive perceptions reduce emotional 
exhaustion among employees, leading to a reduction in chronic stress, improved workplace interactions 
and coping abilities, and ultimately, stronger commitment to stay with the organization (Plantiveau et al.,  
2018; Riisla et al., 2021). Furthermore, the presence of supervisory support creates a meaningful align
ment between employees’ beliefs and organizational standards, resulting in favorable work 

Figure 3. Structural model.

Source: Outcome from 
SmartPLS 4
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organizational outcomes. By verifying the mediating role of ethical leadership between early-career 
employees’ emotional exhaustion and turnover intention, this study adds valuable insights to the 
literature and sheds light on the importance of ethical leadership in mitigating emotional exhaustion 
and fostering employee retention in tech SMEs in Malaysia.

The study also addressed the third research question regarding SMEs’ self-interest ethical climate as 
a moderator of the effects of emotional exhaustion and ethical leadership on turnover intention. The 
focus on the self-interest ethical climate is a response to the call made by Barattucci et al. (2021) to 
explore organizational factors that may influence employee turnover intention. This study’s findings 
establish how the self-interest ethical climate of organizations can act as a catalyst towards early-career 
employees’ turnover intention. The findings align with Okpozo et al. (2017) and Paterson and Huang 
(2018) in demonstrating that the presence of a high self-interest ethical climate can contribute to 
increased emotional exhaustion among employees, leading to higher turnover intention.

The study supports the notion that a self-interest ethical climate may encourage an individualistic and 
independent attitude towards dealing with ethical issues, focusing on personal well-being and power 
(Barattucci et al., 2021). Such a negative and stressful workplace environment can deplete organizational 
resources, ultimately leading to emotional exhaustion (Plantiveau et al., 2018; Riisla et al., 2021). In 
contrast, organizations with favorable ethical environments have good moral and ethical guidelines, thus 
alleviating employees’ emotional exhaustion (O’Keefe et al., 2019; Paterson & Huang, 2018).

However, the results did not support the hypothesis that managers’ ethical leadership, in 
conjunction with a self-interest ethical climate, would affect early-career employees’ turnover 
intention. Nevertheless, in the presence of high self-interest ethical climate, ethical leadership 
may still play a role in reducing turnover intention by creating corporate norms and ethical 
standards, which can positively influence employee work decisions.

Moreover, this study contributes to the understanding that age and ethnicity inequalities at the 
workplace can influence communication and networking patterns, subsequently affecting organizational 
phenomena like turnover (Calderón-Milán et al., 2020; Cohen et al., 2016; Hossain et al., 2018). The 
current findings highlight the significant effect of early-career employees’ age and ethnicity on their 
turnover intention, especially in the presence of a self-interest ethical climate. This further emphasizes 
the importance of considering organizational factors and the role of ethical leadership in managing 
turnover among young employees in the early stages of their career.

5.2. Theoretical and practical contributions
This study holds significant theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, it contributes new 
insights to the turnover intention literature by highlighting emotional exhaustion as a previously over
looked antecedent. The study also adds to the existing knowledge on ethical leadership and its outcomes 
by examining its mediating influence between emotional exhaustion and turnover intention. Moreover, 
the study enriches the behavioral outcome literature in the SME setting, demonstrating that the presence 
of an ethical leader in an SME can prevent the formation of turnover intention. Another key contribution of 
this research is its fresh insight into the moderating impact of the self-interest ethical climate on the 
relationship between emotional exhaustion and turnover intention, in line with Paterson and Huang 
(2018). Lastly, the results support and extend the relevance of the SET and COR theory in explaining the 
link between turnover intention and its antecedents.

Practically, this study’s findings suggest that supervisors and line managers should work collabora
tively to address job resource perceptions, considering that they may vary among different positions. This 
collaboration can offer a more comprehensive understanding of possibilities within the work environ
ment. Consistent with Dust et al. (2018), supervisors should take action when employees exhibit signs of 
exhaustion or psychological strain to alleviate job pressures and foster social exchange processes. 
Organizations can also implement training modules and coaching sessions to help employees identify 
and manage work-related stressors through relevant coping strategies. Additionally, as mentioned by 
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Asad (2020), understanding the significance of human resource practices can influence organizational 
commitment and impact employee turnover intention. Managers should therefore focus on fostering 
conditions that allow employees to share knowledge within their work units, encouraging a sense of 
ownership and reducing emotional exhaustion. Organizational commitment and support are indeed key 
in creating a healthy and safe working environment, which can enhance overall employee well-being and 
prevent emotional exhaustion. In conclusion, the study’s findings offer valuable insights into the interplay 
between emotional exhaustion, ethical leadership, self-interest ethical climate, and turnover intention.

5.3. Limitations and future research
While this study provides significant findings, it also has some limitations. Firstly, the study employed 
a cross-sectional design, which may limit the ability to draw causal conclusions about the relationships 
between the variables. Future research should consider implementing time-lagged designs to observe 
how the pattern of relationships between ethical leadership, organizational ethical climate, emotional 
exhaustion, and turnover intention unfolds over time, allowing for a better understanding of how 
changes in the ethical climate may influence changes in ethical leadership and employee outcomes.

Secondly, the data for this study was gathered from only one developing country (i.e., Malaysia), with 
a specific focus on early-career employees from information technology SMEs in the Selangor state. Thus, 
the findings may not be easily generalized to other settings. Including data from other cultural and 
industry contexts would provide a more comprehensive view of the relationships examined in the study. 
In fact, conducting in-depth research on early-career employees in various industries would be valuable. 
Early-career employees often encounter unique challenges in dealing with the external environment, 
internal groups, and other individuals, which can contribute to emotional exhaustion and ultimately lead 
to turnover intention. Examining these factors in different industries could provide valuable insights into 
effective strategies to manage and reduce turnover intention among early-career employees.

Thirdly, the current study’s population consisted of employees from specific ethnicities in Malaysia 
(Malay, Chinese, Indian). To gain a more nuanced understanding, future studies could compare these 
three ethnic groups and focus on each group’s respective levels and antecedents of turnover intention. 
Finally, in future research, it may be beneficial to use additional measures, such as depersonalization or 
decreased personal accomplishment, to assess burnout, since “emotional exhaustion alone is not 
a predictor of burnout” (Maslach & Leiter, 2018). Including such measures could provide a more com
prehensive assessment of burnout among early-career employees. Future research could also explore 
the effects of organizational assistance on early-career employees’ emotional exhaustion in different 
work environments. Alternatively, other organizational climate types (e.g., local and cosmopolitan) 
(Cullen et al., 2003) can be incorporated as extensions of this research model.

6. Conclusion
This study has explored the relationship between early-career employees’ emotional exhaustion and 
their turnover intention via the mediating role of ethical leadership. The findings indicate that there is 
a direct positive relationship between employees’ emotional exhaustion and their turnover intention. 
Notably, the presence of an ethical leader has been found to link lower emotional exhaustion levels to 
weaker turnover intention. This is attributed to frequent interactions between the manager and the 
employee, fostering trust and improving performance. The presence of ethical leadership in the work unit 
cultivates a system of controlled accepted beliefs and appropriate judgments, which proves beneficial for 
both employees and organizations. Regarding the moderating effect of self-interest ethical climate, this 
study suggests that in the presence of a self-interest ethical climate, emotional exhaustion has 
a stronger impact on early-career employees’ turnover intention. Drawing on the COR theory, this finding 
contributes to the literature by establishing that a self-interest ethical climate may worsen the detri
mental effects of emotional exhaustion due to reduced resources.

Considering these results, the study emphasizes the importance of organizations creating an 
ethical climate for their employees as a means of enhancing their emotional well-being and 
retention. To achieve this, it is suggested that organizations adopt an ethical leadership style, 
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which can help build an organizational ethical climate and reduce turnover intention. By placing 
a strong emphasis on ethical leadership and promoting an ethical work environment, organiza
tions can create a positive atmosphere that supports employees’ emotional well-being and job 
satisfaction, ultimately contributing to lower turnover rates.
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