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A B S T R A C T

Digital transformation, networked value creation, and new technologies expose managers to new forms of work.
In light of blurring organizational boundaries and increasing technology use, they increasingly face the challenge
of digitally managing relationships with external stakeholders. The objective of this study is to provide insight
into the potential adverse effects of digital external networking. Drawing on the job demands–resources model,
we propose that digital external networking depletes managers’ energetic resources, which may lead to an in-
dividual job performance breakdown via higher emotional exhaustion and lower work engagement. Results from
a survey among 129 executives of the German Red Cross uncover and partially support this ‘dark side’ of digital
external networking. Additionally, our research indicates that managers can reduce their perceived emotional
exhaustion and increase work engagement by utilizing personal resources such as networking ability and digital
technology commitment.

1. Introduction

Digital technologies have become increasingly prevalent in many
organizations (Nosova & Norkina, 2021). Yet, research on the negative
effects of daily technology use at work, particularly among managers,
has remained scarce (Camarena & Fusi, 2022; Scholze & Hecker, 2024).
While digitalization simplifies many processes, it also presents managers
and organizations with new challenges (Parker & Grote, 2022). Work
processes have accelerated and the amount of information managers
have to process has increased exponentially (Wunderlich & Fischer,
2022). An increased information load can lead to information overload,
which has been shown to negatively impact decision-making and
managerial performance (Wunderlich & Fischer, 2022; Zeike et al.,
2019). In addition, the new focus on the role of managers in shaping
digital transformation is another significant pressure on them
(Obermayer et al., 2022; Wrede et al., 2020). The impact of this is
particularly evident in the context of external managerial networking
(Pagani & Pardo, 2017). ‘External managerial networking’ broadly en-
compasses any interactions managers maintain ‘with actors outside the
formal boundaries of the organization – for example, customers, sup-
pliers, the media, and managers in other organizations’ (Hansen &
Villadsen, 2017, p. 1556). Digital technologies modify external mana-
gerial networking practices, as they allow managers to communicate via

text, audio, and video with external actors across time and space (‘digital
external networking’) (Leonardi, 2021). While such networking yields
favorable organizational outcomes (Oberländer& Bipp, 2022), it may be
more exhausting than face-to-face interactions (Raghuram et al., 2019),
thereby generating higher costs through greater consumption of indi-
vidual resources (De Jonge & Dormann, 2003). To prevent managers
from fatigue, they must develop technological skills and digital
competence (van Laar et al., 2017).

While researchers have begun to challenge the exclusive focus on
positive, individual-level consequences of external networking and have
found that networking can have a negative effect on individual well-
being (Schönherr & Thaler, 2022), an investigation of the potential
adverse effects of digitally enabled, external networking is lacking. This
is surprising, given that managerial networking and the use of digital
technologies are major societal and economic trends that, together, have
gained importance through disruptive events such as the COVID-19
pandemic. Against this background, a more in-depth investigation of
digital external networking is overdue.

In this study, we analyzed the adverse effects of digital external
networking. In doing so, we used the job demands–resources (JD-R)
model as a theoretical framework (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Demer-
outi et al., 2001). The JD-R model describes the relationships between
job demands (i.e., aspects of a job that require sustained effort) and job
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resources (i.e., aspects that facilitate the achievement of work goals) and
their impact on employee well-being (i.e., emotional exhaustion and
work engagement) and performance. As our aim was to understand the
costs of digital managerial networking, we focused on the undesired
negative effect of digital external networking as a relational job demand
on individual job performance through higher emotional exhaustion and
lower work engagement. We also considered the role of personal re-
sources in the JD-R model by including managers’ networking ability
and digital technology commitment. To test the postulated model, we
surveyed 129 executive directors of local German Red Cross (GRC)
districts.

Our study makes three main contributions to the literature. First, by
investigating managers’ experiences with and attitudes toward digital
technologies, we address a pressing need identified byMenz et al. (2021,
p. 1707) to examine ‘the changing roles of senior executives in the
digital age.’ Second, our study challenges research findings with a bias
toward the benefits of external networking (Torenvlied & Akkerman,
2018) and adds to the few studies considering the potential downsides of
managerial networking (Jimenez, 2017; Schönherr & Thaler, 2022),
shedding light on the ‘dark side’ of digital external networking in terms
of higher emotional exhaustion, lower work engagement, and perfor-
mance breakdown. Third, we expand upon the JD-R framework by
introducing the direct relationship between digital external networking
as a job demand and work engagement into our model, as suggested by
Ahmed (2019). We contribute a more comprehensive analysis of the
effects of job demands and argue that digital external networking as a
job demand can also have a serious detrimental effect on individuals’
work engagement. Our findings encourage researchers to explore both
the positive and negative effects of digital external networking on
well-being, and to investigate personal resources relevant to individual
well-being in the context of digitalization.

In terms of practical implications, our study underscores the dual
impact of digital external networking. Practitioners should balance its
pros and cons, promoting managers’ digital technology commitment
and networking abilities to reduce exhaustion and increase work
engagement. Developing strategies that support the building of personal
resources and provide sufficient downtime between digital networking
is important to ensure performance.

2. Theoretical background and hypothesis development

2.1. JD-R model and core assumptions

We used the JD-R model developed by Demerouti et al. (2001) as a
theoretical framework to analyze the negative effects of digital external
networking. The JD-R model is particularly well suited to this study
because it offers a robust and well-established framework for examining
both positive and negative effects of job demands and can be applied in
different contexts (Akkermans et al., 2013; Bakker et al., 2003; Hu et al.,
2016).

The basic assumption of the JD-R model is that regardless of the
occupational setting, job resources and job demands are important
predictors of well-being, which ‘reflects not only one’s health but
satisfaction with work and life’ (Schulte & Vainio, 2010, p. 422). The
JD-R model includes the well-being concepts of emotional exhaustion as
‘the extent to which employees feel emotionally overwhelmed and
drained by their work’ (Janssen et al., 2010, p. 788) as well as work
engagement as ‘a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is
characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption’ (Schaufeli et al.,
2002, pp. 74–75), and connects these concepts with individual perfor-
mance outcomes (Bakker et al., 2014; Demerouti & Bakker, 2011;
Demerouti et al., 2001; Schaufeli et al., 2009).

The JD-Rmodel predicts that job resources and job demands relate to
individual outcomes through well-being (Bakker et al., 2014). ‘Job re-
sources’ encompass aspects of a job that contribute to goal achievement
by providing support and foster individual development (Bakker et al.,

2003). In contrast, ‘job demands’ refer to aspects of the job that require
permanent physical and/or psychological endeavors and costs (Bakker
et al., 2003). As such, job demands consume energy and may lead to
workers’ higher emotional exhaustion and lower work engagement,
ultimately resulting in negative individual (work) outcomes and health
impairment (Schaufeli & Taris, 2013). Research using the JD-R model
has mainly theorized on situational job characteristics (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2007), while less attention has been paid to personal char-
acteristics (Chen, 2022). However, according to the interactionist
perspective, both the person and the situation play roles in determining
well-being and work-related behaviors (Chen, 2022; Pervin, 1989). To
account for this interplay, the JD-R model has been modified to also
include personal resources (Xanthopoulou et al., 2009). Against this
background, our research model (Fig. 1) introduced digital external
networking as a job demand and digital technology commitment and
networking ability as personal resources.

2.2. Digital external networking as a job demand

We focused on digital external networking as a job demand. As
mentioned, managers’ external networking entails interactions with
stakeholders (e.g., suppliers or customers) outside the formal bound-
aries of their organization (Hansen& Villadsen, 2017). Such interactions
involve an energy-consuming investment of temporal and cognitive re-
sources (Humphrey et al., 2007). Such external networking now takes
place mainly via digital technologies rather than face to face, a devel-
opment that is also positively related to managers’ strain (Riedl, 2022;
Tarafdar et al., 2007). In short, digital external networking as a job
demand adds complexity to the job and depletes vital resources
(Tarafdar et al., 2007).

According to the JD-R model, dealing with job demands involves
using or eliciting available resources in the workplace (De Jonge &
Dormann, 2003), resulting in increased exhaustion (Peng et al., 2010).
Hobfoll’s (2002) conservation of resources (COR) theory further en-
dorses the adverse effects of job demands on exhaustion and job per-
formance. This theory postulates that ‘stress occurs when resources are
threatened with loss or are lost’ (Hobfoll, 2002, p. 312).

Research has indicated that both social interactions and the use of
digital technologies are associated with increased exhaustion (Oksanen
et al., 2021; Windeler et al., 2017). Digital external networking is
assumed to increase the exhaustion of managers as they are over-
whelmed with additional information (Wunderlich & Fischer, 2022;
Zeike et al., 2019). Exhausted individuals are presumed to experience
difficulties in investing sufficient energy in their work tasks, resulting in
more mistakes (Bakker et al., 2004). Moreover, several (meta-analytic)
studies have demonstrated that higher emotional exhaustion is nega-
tively associated with job performance (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007;
Janssen et al., 2010). Therefore, we posit the following hypothesis:

H1a. The negative relationship between digital external networking
and job performance is mediated by emotional exhaustion.

Hobfoll’s (2002) COR theory also serves as an explanation for the
potential link between job demands and work engagement. By focusing
on how people strive to maintain and accumulate resources of various
kinds, COR theory postulates that individuals ‘seek to obtain, retain, and
protect resources’ (Hobfoll, 2002, p. 312). In protecting their resources
from depletion (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007; Janssen et al., 2010;
Wright & Cropanzano, 1998), they may reduce their work engagment.
Research has shown that job demands have deleterious effects on in-
dividuals’ well-being at work, resulting in negative effects on engage-
ment (Ahmed et al., 2017; Llorens et al., 2007; Schaufeli & Bakker,
2004).

Another explanation for this link is that, while digital external
networking can facilitate work relationships, it may not foster the same
depth of connection as face-to-face interactions. Although video and
audio chats can facilitate the formation of interpersonal bonds, instant
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messaging often leads to the establishment of weaker and more super-
ficial ties (Sherman et al., 2013). The shift towards weaker, ephemeral
connections may impede the development of the robust bonds that are
essential for sustained work engagement and collaboration in the
workplace (Grossetti & Carey-Libbrecht, 2014).

Based on the JD-R model’s assumption that job characteristics have
an effect on individual performance outcomes via well-being, we
assumed an indirect relationship between job demands and individual
performance via lower work engagement. We therefore make the
following hypothesis:

H1b. The negative relationship between digital external networking
and job performance is mediated by work engagement.

2.3. Digital technology commitment and networking ability as personal
resources

Digital technology commitment and well-being. Digital technology
commitment covers the three dimensions of the technology commitment
concept, i.e., technology acceptance, technology competence beliefs,
and technology control beliefs (Neyer, Gebhardt, & Felber, 2012), and
adapts them to the use of digital technologies. This concept builds on the
fundamental assumptions of the early technology acceptance model
(Davis, 1989), which states that technology use is based on individual
acceptance. Individuals with greater digital technology commitment are
more interested in new digital technologies and show higher compe-
tence and control beliefs regarding these technologies (Neyer, Gebhardt,
& Felber, 2012). This resonates with the individual’s self-efficacy beliefs
as a central personal factor explaining individual behavior (Bandura,
1997), supporting the classification of digital technology commitment as
a personal resource. Therefore, individuals showing higher digital
technology commitment have a more positive attitude toward new
digital technologies and more strongly believe in their ability to master
such technologies and in their control of outcomes related to digital
technology use (Neyer, Gebhardt, & Felber, 2012). As a result, they are
more motivated to use digital technologies in their daily lives and their
work environment.

According to the JD-R model, personal resources can be positively
related to well-being (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Schaufeli & Taris,
2013). Therefore, we propose a direct, positive link between digital
technology commitment as a personal resource and well-being, as
follows:

H2. Digital technology commitment as personal resource is a) nega-
tively related to emotional exhaustion and b) positively related to work
engagement.

Networking ability and well-being. Recent research has introduced
networking ability as a personal resource into the JD-R model (Liu et al.,
2020). Networking ability is defined as the personal competence of
building networks and staying well-connected with important stake-
holders at work (Liu et al., 2020). Individuals’ networking abilities
significantly impact their well-being, as effective networking fulfills the
innate human need for connection, thereby reducing stress and
enhancing life satisfaction (Forrest, 2007; Volmer & Wolff, 2018). The
JD-R model posits that personal resources, such as networking ability,
can diminish emotional exhaustion. Research within this framework has
demonstrated that being central in positive networks bolsters work
engagement and lessens emotional exhaustion, underscoring the po-
tential of networking ability to attenuate the adverse effect of negative
network ties on emotional exhaustion (Ali Al-Atwi, 2019; van Wing-
erden et al., 2017). Additionally, networking ability, through its role in
fostering positive relationships, has been shown to enhance work
engagement by offering emotional, informational, and instrumental
support, which, in turn, promotes higher engagement levels at work.
This has been corroborated by findings that link individuals’ centrality
in positive networks to increased work engagement (Ali Al-Atwi, 2019).
Furthermore, perceived competences, encompassing both mental and
emotional dimensions, relate to individuals’ self-efficacy in handling
cognitive or emotional workplace tasks (Lorente et al., 2014), with
networking ability reflecting a key aspect of personal competence in
forming and maintaining significant professional relationships (Liu
et al., 2020). Individuals showing high levels of networking ability are
adept at developing these crucial contacts and building friendships and
are more likely to have successful careers (Ferris et al., 2005; Janasz &
Forret, 2008). As networking ability is considered helpful in controlling
and influencing the environment (Torenvlied & Akkerman, 2018), in-
dividuals with high levels of networking ability are more likely to
engage in their tasks and perform well (Lorente et al., 2014; Salanova
et al., 2010). Therefore, in line with the JD-R model (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017; Schaufeli& Taris, 2013), we propose a direct, positive
link between networking ability as a personal resource and well-being,
as follows:

H3. Networking ability as a personal resource is a) negatively related
to emotional exhaustion and b) positively related to work engagement.

2.4. Digital technology commitment and networking ability as moderating
personal resources

According to the JD-R model, an individual’s personal resources, in
addition to having a direct effect on well-being, also moderate the
relationship between job characteristics and well-being (Bakker &

Fig. 1. Research model.
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Demerouti, 2017; Chen, 2022; Schaufeli& Taris, 2013). The COR theory
(Hobfoll, 2002) further supports this moderating relationship by
explaining that individuals with more (personal) resources are less
prone to resource loss and emotional exhaustion. Thus, personal re-
sources are expected to buffer the undesirable effect of job demands on
emotional exhaustion and work engagement (‘buffering hypothesis’)
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; van den Broeck et al., 2013).

We sought to investigate the buffering effect of digital technology
commitment as a personal resource. Research has revealed that positive
self-beliefs and self-perceptions (e.g., self-efficacy or sense of compe-
tence) attenuate the relationship between stressors and emotional
exhaustion (Jex & Bliese, 1999). We therefore argue that individuals
with higher levels of digital technology commitment perceive the use of
digital technologies in external networking as less threatening to their
energetic resources than those with lower levels, leading to weaker
negative effects of digital external networking on emotional exhaustion
and work engagement. Hence, we make the following hypothesis:

H4. Digital technology commitment weakens a) the positive relation-
ship between digital external networking and emotional exhaustion and
b) the negative relationship between digital external networking and
work engagement.

Additionally, we sought to investigate the buffering effect of
networking ability on the relationship between digital external
networking and well-being. In line with the theoretical argumentation of
the buffering hypothesis, we argue that individuals with higher
networking ability would deal more effectively with the undesired effect
of digital external networking on well-being. Research has revealed that
individuals with interpersonal skills handle social stressors more effec-
tively than others (Harvey et al., 2007). We assume that individuals with
higher networking ability develop and maintain relationships more
easily (Ferris et al., 2005). Social interactions may absorb fewer ener-
getic resources, and managers may therefore perceive digital external
networking as less threatening due to interpersonal competency. We
therefore posit the following hypothesis:

H5. Networking ability weakens a) the positive relationship between
digital external networking and emotional exhaustion and b) the nega-
tive relationship between digital external networking and work
engagement.

3. Research design

3.1. Sample and procedure

We examined our research question using a sample of the executives
of the nonprofit GRC, one of the largest welfare organizations in Ger-
many, with approximately four million members (GRC, 2022). We chose
this study context for two reasons. First, GRC managers perform many
activities (e.g., community relations, fundraising, strategic planning,
political advocacy) that require intensive engagement and networking
with external stakeholders (e.g., clients, donors, local authorities, poli-
ticians) (Johansen & LeRoux, 2013). Second, the GRC is currently
making a special effort to develop digitalization strategies to transform
its organization (Wohlfahrt, 2020). Thus, the GRC offers an appropriate
context for examining the effects of digital networking practices. While
all members of an organization may engage in networking activities,
managers play a crucial role, as they represent the organization to
external stakeholders. Therefore, we chose managers as suitable key
informants for our study. To collect our data, we distributed an online
survey via email to all GRC district managers (N = 453) in November
and December 2021.

After five weeks and two reminders, we received 132 completed
questionnaires. We removed two cases due to extremely short response
times to assure data quality, and one respondent who was 70 years old
and had no subordinates, as this information indicated a person in an

honorary position. Thus, our final sample consisted of 129 question-
naires, with an effective response rate of 28.5%. To ensure confidenti-
ality, personal data was anonymized so that no personal identifiers
remain linked to the responses. On average, our respondents are 53
years old, with a majority being male (81%), and have been in their
current position for nearly eleven years. A significant number of our
respondents have a university degree (74%). Concerning their occupa-
tional background, most of our respondents hold a degree in business
and economics (45%), followed by social work (13%), pedagogy (9%),
law (8%), administrative sciences (5%), and other disciplines (20%).
Typically, the survey respondents are top-level managers in organiza-
tions with an average of 356 full-time employees.

3.2. Variables

Our questionnaire was created using pre-existing, multi-item scales.
To ensure translation equivalence, we applied the back-translation
technique whenever necessary and used translated scales as appro-
priate, given that our respondents were from Germany. Appendix A
provides an overview of all of the constructs and associated items.
Before handing out the questionnaire to our respondents, we pretested
the survey among scholars and practitioners. Except for the de-
mographic variables, all of the items were measured on a seven-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree).

We included three independent variables. First, digital external
networking was measured based on four items adapted from the Work
Design Questionnaire (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). Specifically, we
adapted the items linguistically to capture the digital aspect of external
managerial networking. Second, networking ability represents one
dimension of the second-order construct of political skill (Ferris et al.,
2005) and was measured using all six items of the original Political Skill
Inventory (Ferris et al., 2005). Third, digital technology commitment was
measured as a second-order construct formed by the three dimensions of
digital technology acceptance (four items), digital technology competence
(four items), and digital technology control (three items) (Neyer, Geb-
hardt, & Felber, 2012). We adapted the original German items linguis-
tically to capture the digital aspect of technology commitment.

We also included two mediating variables. First, the managers’
emotional exhaustion was measured using nine items from the validated
Maslach Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Second, work
engagementwas captured using the short version of the validated Utrecht
Work Engagement Scale (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003), covering the three
dimensions of vigour, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli et al.,
2006).

Our dependent variable, job performance, was measured using six
items from the Task-Based Job Performance Scale (Goodman & Svyan-
tek, 1999), which asked the managers about their job performance in
terms of achieving job-related goals fulfilling organizational re-
quirements (Barrick & Ryan, 2004).

We included six control variables in the model: the managers’ age in
years, gender (1 = male; 0 = female), education (1 = with a university
degree; 0 = without a university degree), functional background (1 = busi-
ness-related; 0 = non-business-related), tenure (in years), and number of
subordinates in terms of full-time employees.

4. Methods

4.1. Analysis

We used partial least squares (PLS) path modelling (Wold, 1982) to
test our hypotheses. PLS is suitable for evaluating intricate structural
models with many indicators when the path model includes one or more
formatively measured constructs. Our higher-order construct, digital
technology commitment, possesses reflective-formative characteristics,
hence the selection of PLS can be regarded as appropriate (J. F. Hair
et al., 2019; Rigdon, 2016; Sarstedt et al., 2019, 2023). Below, we
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present our results in two stages. First, we evaluate the reliability and
validity of our measurement model. Second, we report on the relation-
ships in our structural model. All of the analyses were performed with
SmartPLS 3 (Ringle et al., 2015).

4.2. Results

Measurement model evaluation. We ran an exploratory factor analysis
of all of the items that clearly replicated the intended factor structure.
The resulting measurement model consisted of eight latent reflective
constructs. Three of them (digital technology acceptance (TA), digital
technology competence (TCOM), and digital technology control (TCON))
formed the second-order construct digital technology commitment, speci-
fied in the repeated indicators approach (J. Jr. Hair et al., 2021; Sarstedt
et al., 2019). To validate the formative higher-order construct of digital
technology commitment (DTC), we checked for potential collinearity is-
sues among the lower-order components (TA, TCOM, TCON). Therefore,
we examined the variance inflation factor (VIF) values of the
lower-order constructs (Sarstedt et al., 2019), which showed results well
below the conservative threshold of 3, suggesting that multicollinearity
was not an issue in our data (J. F. Hair et al., 2019; Sarstedt et al., 2023).
Furthermore, by bootstrapping with 10,000 subsamples, we showed that
the relationship between the three lower-order constructs and their
higher-order component was significant and relevant (TA: 0.570, p =

0.000; TCOM: 0.570, p = 0.000; TCON: 0.161, p = 0.014) (Sarstedt et al.,
2019).

All of the items of the eight latent, first-order constructs loaded
significantly on their respective constructs at the desired value of 0.70
(J. F. Hair et al., 2019) or at the acceptable threshold of 0.50 (EX4, EX8,
NA1, JP6) (Hulland, 1999). All of the constructs exceeded the recom-
mended cut-offs for composite reliability (>0.70) and average variance
extracted (>0.50), showing good construct and convergent validity (J.
Jr. Hair et al., 2021). Discriminant validity was demonstrated by the
values for the heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) being below the
cut-off value of 0.85 (J. Jr. Hair et al., 2021).

Structural model evaluation. Table 1 shows the results of the structural
model. The variance explained in our endogenous constructs ranged
from an adjusted R2 = 14.3% to an adjusted R2 = 30.4%. As all of the
Stone-Geisser values (Q2) exceeded the threshold of 0, our model had
predictive relevance (J. Jr. Hair et al., 2021).

Table 2 summarizes the results of the direct effects between our focal
variables, and Table 3 shows the results of the indirect (and total) effects
in our research model. To determine the statistical significance of the
path coefficients, we ran a bias-corrected, two-tailed bootstrap proced-
ure with 129 cases and 10,000 samples (Streukens & Leroi-Werelds,
2016).

The direct effects evaluation demonstrated a significant positive ef-
fect of digital external networking on exhaustion. Additionally, the find-
ings indicate a substantial negative effect of digital external networking on
work engagement. In addition, the results showed a significant and pos-
itive direct effect of work engagement on job performance but a non-
significant, negative direct effect of exhaustion on job performance.

With regard to the mediation Hypothesis 1a, we found no significant
indirect effect of digital external networking on job performance through
higher levels of emotional exhaustion. Regarding the mediation Hy-
pothesis 1b, the model showed a significant and negative indirect effect

of digital external networking on job performance through lower levels of
work engagement. Therefore, while the results did not lend support to
Hypothesis 1a, they did support Hypothesis 1b.

Concerning the direct effects of personal resources proposed in Hy-
potheses 2a and 2b, we found that digital technology commitment signif-
icantly reduced emotional exhaustion and was positively related to work
engagement. Therefore, Hypotheses 2a and 2b were supported. With re-
gard to Hypotheses 3a and 3b, the results suggested that networking
ability was significantly and negatively related to emotional exhaustion
and positively related to the perceived level of work engagement.
Therefore, Hypotheses 3a and 3b were supported.

However, the buffering Hypotheses 4a and 4b as well as 5a and 5b
were not supported, indicating that neither digital technology commitment
nor networking ability weaken the positive relationship between digital
external networking and emotional exhaustion or the negative relationship
between digital external networking and work engagement.

4.3. Robustness checks

4.3.1. Qualitative validation study
To include additional insights into the theoretical mechanisms from

an ex-post perspective and get a better understanding of our quantitative
results, we conducted eight semi-structured expert interviews. The ex-
perts included two professionals involved in the digital transformation
of the GRC (E2, E8), two HR experts responsible for professional
development of GRC managers (E1, E5), and four local GRC district

Table 1
Evaluation of the structural model.

Construct R2 Adjusted R2 Q2

EX 24.8% 17.7% 0.137
WE 21.7% 14.3% 0.124
JP 35.3% 30.4% 0.203

Notes: EX = emotional exhaustion; WE = work engagement; JP = job perfor-
mance; R2 = coefficient of determination; Q2 = Stone-Geisser value.

Table 2
Direct effects.

β-Coefficient p-Value

DN → EX 0.318c 0.005
DN → WE −0.189b 0.038
DN → JP 0.079 0.254
NA → EX −0.246a 0.055
NA → WE 0.276c 0.014
DTC → EX −0.435c 0.000
DTC → WE 0.294c 0.005
DN × NA → EX −0.033 0.705
DN × DTC → EX −0.063 0.435
DN × NA → WE −0.041 0.676
DN × DTC → WE −0.032 0.728
EX → JP −0.029 0.795
WE → JP 0.567c 0.000

Controls

Size (no. of full-time employees) → EX −0.228c 0.002
Gender (1 = male) → WE −0.206c 0.003

Notes: DN = digital external networking; EX = emotional exhaustion; JP = job
performance; NA = networking ability; DTC = digital technology commitment;
WE = work engagement.
For parsimony, only significant paths for the control variables are shown.
a p < 0.1.
b p < 0.05.
c p < 0.01.

Table 3
Summary of mediation effects.

Total Effect β-Coefficient p-Value BC-CI 95%

DN→JP −0.037 0.644 ​ ​
Direct Effect
DN→JP 0.079 0.262 ​ ​
Indirect Effects
DN → EX → JP −0.009 0.808 −0.080 0.046
DN → WE → JP −0.107 0.046 −0.221 −0.037

Notes: DN = digital external networking; EX = emotional exhaustion; JP = job
performance; WE = work engagement; BC-CI = bias-corrected confidence
interval.
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managers (E3, E4, E6, E7). The interviews lasted on average 45 min and
were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded using MAXQDA. We
used the thematic coding approach (Miles et al., 2020) to make sense of
our qualitative data with a particular focus on the theoretically postu-
lated relationships between our focal constructs. Exemplary statements
can be found in Appendix B.

The interviewees highlighted the negative impact of digital external
networking on managers’ well-being. They pointed out that the digital
format of networking increases both the volume of interactions and
distractions, especially during long meetings (E1, E2, E6). Some experts
also observed that, without the need for travel, managers can schedule
more back-to-back meetings with different people, which can lead to
greater exhaustion (E1, E2, E3). In addition, the interviewees noted that
digital external networking may reduce work engagement, particularly
for GRC managers, who often chose their profession because they enjoy
face-to-face interactions and working directly with people (E3). The
impersonal nature of digital interactions can feel unfulfilling or even
demotivating, as it undermines the core values that drew these in-
dividuals to their roles. One interviewee expressed feeling disconnected
due to the shift to digital networking formats, emphasizing their pref-
erence for in-person interactions (E5). This underscores how digital
networking can reduce work engagement by failing to meet individuals’
social and interpersonal needs (E7). Regarding the impact on job per-
formance, the interviewees highlighted both a ‘bright side’ and a ‘dark
side’ of digital external networking. Some pointed out that it can in-
crease efficiency in work processes (E2, E6). However, others noted that
a lack of personal feedback in digital settings can negatively affect
performance (E2).

When discussing the role of digital technology commitment and
networking ability as personal resources in the postulated relationships,
the interviewees indicated that both were important to managers’ well-
being. For instance, one expert described herself as a digital enthusiast
who enjoys trying out new technologies and exploring new experiences.
She emphasized her strong inclination towards networking and how
easily she forms new connections, both online and in person (E8).
Hence, these personal resources are associated with high engagement at
work.

4.3.2. Further robustness checks
We conducted several additional analyses as robustness checks to

evaluate the validity and reliability of our results. To test for potential
common method bias, we conducted Harman’s one-factor test to rule
out the possibility of a single method factor being the primary source of
variation (Harman, 1976). Additionally, we conducted a comprehensive
collinearity test with a random dependent variable following Kock and
Lynn’s (2012) approach. The results showed no instances of a VIF higher
than 3.3 within the internal model. Furthermore, we applied a marker
variable technique (i.e., a construct-level correction approach) to test for
common method bias (Chin et al., 2013). The results of these three
methods indicated that our findings were not driven by commonmethod
bias (Chin et al., 2013; Harman, 1976; Kock, 2015).

Second, we tested for nonresponse bias. The comparison of the
background characteristics of the first- and last-wave participants yiel-
ded no significant differences, thus indicating that our dataset contained
no response bias (Armstrong & Overton, 1977).

Third, we ran several multigroup analyses in SmartPLS (Ringle et al.,
2015) to test the robustness of the results. The analyses showed very few
significant differences between the groups: young (n = 67) versus old (n
= 62) respondents and female (n = 24) versus male (n = 104)
respondents.

Lastly, we used an alternative dependent variable in our model and
replaced job performance with the six-item construct personal accom-
plishment (Maslach& Jackson, 1981). The results remained qualitatively
unchanged.

5. Discussion

This study focused on investigating the adverse effects of digital
external networking. We found support for the indirect performance-
reducing effect of digital external networking via lower levels of work
engagement but no support for the indirect negative effect via higher
levels of emotional exhaustion.

Hockey’s (1997) compensatory control mechanism may explain the
discrepancy between our finding of an insignificant indirect effect via
emotional exhaustion and the findings of previous research. Accord-
ingly, individuals are able to protect themselves from a performance
breakdown for some time by investing extra resources into their tasks.
However, this compensation functions at the expense of an increased
subjective effort that could lead to other costs such as negative effects on
health and well-being (Hockey, 1997). Another explanation may be that
relationships through digital external networking can be seen as
bridging ties to other organizations, which according to Sader et al.
(2021) reduce perceived stress, hence the managers’ exhaustion. These
positive effects could offset potential negative effects and lead to the
insignificant result. This explanation aligns with the findings of Turek
et al. (2023) who identified a negative relationship between organiza-
tional constraints as one dimension of job demands and intra-role per-
formance, but also a positive relationship between organizational
constraints and extra-role performance.

Moreover, our study supports the findings from the literature sug-
gesting a direct effect of personal resources on well-being (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017; Schaufeli & Taris, 2013). Our results add digital
technology commitment and networking ability to the personal re-
sources investigated in the JD-R literature and show that they can
effectively reduce perceived emotional exhaustion and increase work
engagement. In addition, the results of our study support one of the
central assertions of the COR theory, according to which exhausted in-
dividuals protect their resources by a withdrawal from work, conse-
quently exhibiting less work engagement (Hobfoll, 1989; Wright &
Cropanzano, 1998).

However, we did not find any empirical evidence for the buffering
effect of personal resources, which is described in the literature as
mitigating the potential negative effects of job demands on well-being
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Schaufeli & Taris, 2013). This result is in
line with the fact that empirical evidence on the buffering effect is
generally scarce (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). One possible reason for
the inconsistency between theory and empirics may be that the litera-
ture proposes that personal resources’ buffering effect is more evident in
particularly emotionally challenging situations (De Jonge & Kompier,
1997; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007, 2013). Our research setting involved
digital external networking, which takes place remotely, which may be
less emotionally demanding than face-to-face interactions. This study
contributes to understanding the adverse effects of digital external
networking by highlighting its indirect performance-reducing effect
through lower work engagement and by questioning the buffering effect
of personal resources, while acknowledging the important effect of
personal resources on an individual’s well-being.

6. Limitations and research implications

Our study has several limitations, some of which are related to the
chosen research design and method of data collection. We opted for a
cross-sectional study design, because senior managers often lack the
time to respond to several survey waves. Nonetheless, we advise that
future research implements longitudinal studies. In our survey, we relied
on self-reports, which can be distorted by common method variance.
Even though our statistical remedies did not detect common method
bias, we suggest that future studies use additional data sources, or
additional methods, to gain more nuanced and deeper insights into the
estimated relationships. In addition, our digital external networking
scale included only the frequency of contact as the measurement of
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networking. Further research could include other aspects of networking,
such as the level of the manager’s proactivity and the structure or
content of the networking activities (Chiu et al., 2006). In terms of
sampling, we acknowledge that our subjects (i.e., managers of a welfare
organization) are not known to be particularly tech-savvy. Therefore,
the effects of digital external networking and of the personal resources
may not be generalizable to managers in other sectors. It would be
interesting to compare our results to those of studies conducted in
tech-related work environments.

With regard to the chosen theoretical model, it should be noted that
the key concepts of the JD-R model are usually assessed at the individual
level. However, because organizations are often primarily interested in
understanding the levels of job demands or well-being at the team,
department, or organizational level, future research should take a
multilevel approach to capture these different levels of analysis (Bakker
& Demerouti, 2017).

Despite these limitations, our research provides valuable insights
with significant contributions to research. By investigating managers’
experiences and attitudes toward digital technologies (i.e., their digital
technology commitment), we have addressed the need to examine the
roles of senior executives that are fundamentally changing due their
organizations’ digital transformation (Menz et al., 2021). We thus add to
the literature that stresses the importance of employees’ personal re-
sources and their influence on their (now mostly digital) work (Chen,
2022).

We investigated how managers are individually equipped with dig-
ital technology commitment as a personal resource and how this
resource affects their emotional exhaustion and work engagement.
While the ‘bright side’ of external managerial networking has been
studied extensively, research on its negative effects has been rather
limited (Torenvlied & Akkerman, 2018). In response to the call to
examine the ‘dark side’ of digitization in terms of increasing psycho-
logical strain (Scholze & Hecker, 2024), our study sheds light on the
adverse effects of digital external networking on job performance,
mediated by lower work engagement. Our study thus adds to the limited
body of research analyzing the potential downsides of managerial
networking (Jimenez, 2017).

In addition, we address the further challenges for external
networking that arise through the use of digital technologies. Our study
treats digital external networking as a job demand, which extends pre-
vious studies that have largely considered external networking as a job
resource (Akkermans et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2020; Oksa et al., 2021). By
using the JD-R model to examine the direct link between a job demand
and work engagement, our study differs from these previous studies that
focus on the link between a job resource and work engagement.

Furthermore, we also aim to foster a broader research agenda by
inspiring researchers to delve deeper into the effects of digitalization on
individuals’ well-being. For example, we hope that our study will
stimulate researchers to investigate the effects of digital external
networking beyond resource access arguments that emphasize only its
positive effects. Instead, we urge researchers to include arguments
relating to adverse effects such as energy depletion and resource con-
servation. Moreover, a further examination of the personal resources
that are relevant to individual well-being in the context of digitalization
may yield important results.

7. Practical implications

From a practical point of view, digital external networking may be a
double-edged sword. Specifically, while research has emphasized the
positive effects of (digital) external networking, our findings demon-
strate the importance of addressing the downsides as well. Therefore,

practitioners should be aware of both the performance-enhancing and
performance-reducing effects of networking. Moreover, organizations
must strategically promote their managers’ personal resources, such as
digital technology commitment and networking ability, which have the
potential to reduce emotional exhaustion and increase work engage-
ment. Therefore, it is crucial to formulate tactics that acknowledge the
individual mindsets of executives toward these resources and bolster
them to enable greater performance. Our interviewees (see Appendix B)
suggest that there should be sufficient time between digital networking
activities to allow for processing, preparation, and follow-up. One
important step that organizations could take is to allocate more time
between meetings for their employees. Additionally, comprehensive
training in the use of digital technologies would be beneficial. Em-
ployees should not only be familiar with how digital technologies work
and how to use them, but also learn how to make good use of them.
Furthermore, managers stated that taking breaks outdoors or at least
without digital technology resulted in a reduction in feelings of
exhaustion.

8. Conclusion

In this study, we examined the ‘dark side’ of digital external
networking. Drawing on the JD-R model, we found that digital external
networking depletes managers’ energetic resources, which may lead to
an individual job performance breakdown via lower work engagement.
However, we found no consistent evidence for an indirect performance-
reducing effect of digital external networking through higher levels of
perceived emotional exhaustion. Hence, we contribute to the current
body of knowledge by showing that digital external networking is a job
demand as defined by the JD-R model, which has a direct impact on
work engagement. In addition, our results indicate that networking
ability and digital technology commitment as personal resources
directly influence an individual’s well-being. While both personal re-
sources reduce the level of perceived emotional exhaustion, they in-
crease the level of work engagement. However, a buffering effect could
not be detected. We hope that our study will inspire researchers to
investigate the impacts of digital external networking beyond resource
access arguments that emphasize only its positive effects. Instead, we
urge researchers to include arguments relating to energy depletion and
resource conservation that address its adverse effects.
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APPENDIX A

Constructs and Items

Construct Items Adapted from Mean S. D.

Digital External Networking (DN)

DN1 The job requires spending a great deal of time with external actors using new and innovative digital
technologies.

Morgeson and Humphrey (2006);
Stegmann et al. (2010)

4.34 1.35

DN2 The job involves interaction with external actors via new and innovative digital technologies. ​ ​
DN3 On the job, I frequently communicate with external actors via new and innovative digital technologies. ​ ​
DN4 The job involves a great deal of interaction with external actors using new and innovative digital

technologies.
​ ​

Networking Ability (NA)

NA1 I spend a lot of time at work developing connections with external actors Ferris et al. (2005);
Lvina et al. (2012)

4.98 1.16
NA2 I am good at building relationships with influential external actors at work. ​ ​
NA3 I have developed a large network of external actors whom I can ask for support when I need to get the

things done.
​ ​

NA4 At work, I know a lot of important external actors and am well connected. ​ ​
NA5 At work, I spend a lot of time building relationships with external actors. ​ ​
NA6 I am good at using my connections and relationships with external actors to make things happen at work. ​ ​ ​

Digital Technology Commitment (DTC)

TA1 I am very curious about new and innovative digital technologies. Neyer, Gebhardt, & Felber, 2012 5.37 1.27
TA2 I quickly acquire a liking for new and innovative digital technologies. ​ ​ ​
TA3 I am always interested in using new and innovative digital technologies. ​ ​ ​
TA4 If I had the opportunity, I would use new and innovative digital technologies much more often than I

currently do.
​ ​ ​

TCOM1r When dealing with new and innovative digital technologies, I am often afraid of failing. ​ 5.97 1.11
TCOM2r For me, dealing with new and innovative digital technologies mostly constitutes an excessive demand. ​ ​ ​
TCOM3r When using new and innovative digital technologies, I am afraid of rather making serious mistakes than

using them properly.
​ ​ ​

TCOM4r I find it difficult to deal with new and innovative digital technologies – most of the time I just cannot do it. ​ ​ ​
TCON1 It is up to me whether I succeed in using new and innovative digital technologies – it has little to do with

chance or luck.
​ 4.75 1.32

TCON2 If I have difficulties in dealing with new and innovative technologies, it ultimately depends onme to solve
them.

​ ​ ​

TCON3 What happens when I deal with new and innovative digital technologies is ultimately under my control. ​ ​ ​

Emotional Exhaustion (EX)

EX1 I feel emotionally drained from my work. Maslach and Jackson (1981); Sirén et al.
(2018)

2.36 1.18
EX2 I feel used up at the end of the workday. ​ ​
EX3 I feel fatigued when I get up in the morning and have to face another day on the job. ​ ​
EX4 Working with people all day is really a strain for me. ​ ​
EX5 I feel burned out from my work. ​ ​
EX6 I feel frustrated by my job. ​ ​
EX7 I feel like I’m working too hard on my job. ​ ​
EX8 Working with people directly puts too much stress on me. ​ ​
EX9 I feel like I’m at the end of my rope. ​ ​

Work Engagement (WE)

WE1 At my work, I feel bursting with energy. Schaufeli and Bakker (2003) 5.32 1.01
WE2 At my job, I feel strong and vigorous. ​ ​
WE3 I am enthusiastic about my job. ​ ​
WE4 My job inspires me. ​ ​
WE5 When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work. ​ ​
WE6 I feel happy when I am working intensively. ​ ​
WE7 I am proud of the work I do. ​ ​
WE8 I am immersed in my work. ​ ​
WE9 I get carried away when I’m working. ​ ​

Job Performance (JP)

JP1 I achieve the objectives of my job. Goodman and Svyantek (1999) 5.61 0.80
JP2 I met my criteria for job performance. ​ ​
JP3 I fulfill all the requirements of my job. ​ ​
JP4 I am competent in all areas of the job and handle tasks with proficiency. ​ ​
JP5 I perform well in the overall job by carrying out tasks as expected. ​ ​
JP6 I plan and organize to achieve objectives of the job and meet deadlines. ​ ​
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APPENDIX B

Exemplary Quotes from the Qualitative Validation Study

Theme Expert Statements

Emotional exhaustion

DN → EX E1 […] Online meetings are often shorter than live meetings, which also means they are scheduled back-to-back. […] This sheer volume and density of
meetings and the feeling of not being able to keep up are strong because more and more topics come up and you don’t really have time to deal with
them when you’re sort of jumping from one videoconference to the next.

DN → EX E2 If I have to run online meetings myself, I set a time limit and schedule breaks, because there is nothing worse than a teammeeting that goes on for 3
h without a break. It’s ineffective. People switch off, they drift off, they google somewhere else and you’re physically andmentally exhausted after a
day like that. At some point, you’re no longer receptive.

DN → EX E3 I notice that you are overwhelmed. […] A new email comes in, then I read it, then I feel compelled to respond immediately. It doesn’t always
improve communication, this immediate reaction, maybe it was better when you wrote letters, because the letter was a bit on the way and then you
read it, then you didn’t reply immediately, and you had a bit more time to think about it.

DN → EX E6 The flood of information, the ease of sharing more information, involving more people, of course, carries the danger of increasing density.

Work engagement

DN → WE E3 I think there are people, particularly in the social services sector, who didn’t necessarily go into this field because they want to work on something
on their laptop at home in their home office. I think there are some people who say: “I don’t like this anymore because I want to be out there talking
to people in person. I want to be in touch.”

DN → WE E5 [When asked about the role of digital external networking in the context of work engagement; authors’ note] Yes, yes, there’s a risk, especially if
you work a lot with people like at the German Red Cross, and digital networking makes it more impersonal.

DN → WE E7 […] because if the whole personal exchange is completely missing, then I think work engagement would actually decrease, because you’re actually
there for the human factor, and if all that happens without personal face-to-face contact […] then I can actually imagine that engagement would
decrease.

Digital technology commitment

DTC → WE E1 I really enjoy working with people and I always try to inspire them, not to say: “You all have to do it this way,” but to show them how new
technology can make things easier. And then I always hope that there is a spark.

DTC → WE/EX E4 I want to emphasize that it’s not about age, it’s about the willingness to engage with technology or to embrace something new. We’ve had very
young people who swear by the paper contract, and we’ve also had people who are about to retire who say it’s totally cool that we can now collect
data with tablets, so it’s actually people’s openness to new technology. And the confidence in the technology or the technical affinity that one may
or may not have.

DTC → WE/EX E8 Yes, we see higher engagement. We tend to be digital enthusiasts in our team. It’s fun, it’s just trying things out and it’s also a little bit playful. And
then experiences are shared and sometimes a tool is rejected and it’s like “OK, we tried that, it doesn’t work at all, nobody uses it anymore.”

Networking ability

NA → EX/WE E3 You can see that extroverted people who are good at approaching others also find it easier to communicate digitally.
NA → EX/WE E6 These are the same people who make a big impression in videoconferencing as they would in a face-to-face format.
NA → EX/WE E8 I am someone who likes to network. I think networking in general is relatively easy for me, but I especially like informal networking, talking to each

other about a certain topic and then recognizing each other on another occasion and following up on the conversation from before, that’s super easy
for me.

Job Performance

DN → JP E2 For me, it [digital external networking; authors’ note] is much more efficient. It saves a lot of time. It’s also much more convenient, it saves travel
time.

DN → WE → JP E2 My impression is that the performance is better when you meet in person, because you really support each other. It becomes clearer who might be
able to deliver something thematically better than the others, and what input is coming in, and then you can reflect back directly: “I didn’t get
enough input from you, I know you could maybe do more” and that gets lost a little bit online.

DN → WE → JP E6 But otherwise I have had a good experience with a collaborative document, I once wrote a framework concept with colleagues from other
organizations, a joint framework concept for online guidance and counselling, and it worked very well, so everybody in the group really delivered
their contributions on time and to the point.

Practical recommendations

​ E2 We have had competence training and technical training, and some organizations have only offered technical training, which I think is not enough,
especially for people over 50. We need more training in technology competence.

​ E2 I’ve done a lot of research into online collaboration methods. I think it’s very important to schedule things in a very balanced way. There has to be a
big enough break between meetings where you can maybe just walk around the block. Yes, that’s very important, the daily planning, and then, of
course, the micro-planning is also important to just say I know the attention span is 45 min and then I’ll take a 15 or 20 min break and ask the
participants to do the same.

​ E3 I think there is not enough training in the use of digital media. Because with young people it’s taken for granted, you just say they’re young, they
must be able to do it, and with other colleagues you just invest in technical training in how to use the software. But how to work with it effectively,
that’s what I think is neglected.

​ E8 We try to counteract the stress by also doing a resource check. At the end of the teammeeting, we have a traffic light system - green, yellow, red - to
get a quick picture of the mood. How is everyone’s workload, and even if somebody is red, the team leader goes back into the conversation and asks
what’s going on.

Notes: All statements have been translated from German into English. DN = digital external networking; EX = emotional exhaustion; WE = work engagement; DTC =

digital technology commitment; NA = networking ability; JP = job performance.
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