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Abstract
Work stress and employee wellbeing have gained heightened attention since the COVID-19 pandemic.
Until now, organizations have primarily sought to conceptualize these variables as an individual-level phe-
nomenon; thereby neglecting the potential influence of social dynamics within the workplace. Drawing
on conservation of resources and emotional contagion theories, this study examines the extent to which
team-level emotional contagion moderates the impact of stress on wellbeing, factoring in multilevel effects.
Data from 237 professional services employees nested within 41 teams was analyzed. The results show sup-
port for emotional contagion as a team-level moderator between individual-level work stress and employee
wellbeing. The role of organizational resources in shaping stress and wellbeing outcomes was also signif-
icant. This study underscores the significance of team dynamics and organizational resources in shaping
employee wellbeing. Well-targeted, stress alleviation, and team-contagion enhancing initiatives will have a
more positive impact on wellbeing, than individually targeted stress alleviation initiatives in isolation.
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Introduction
Employee wellbeing has received increased attention from scholars, practitioners, governments, and
international organizations since the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Franken et al., 2021). For example,
the ISO 45001Occupational health and safetymanagement systems (2021) is an international standard
for health and safety at work, which requires organizations to be initiative-taking in managing the
mental health of staff, including the psychological risks that employees are exposed to. Employeewell-
being focuses on worker’s physical, social, and psychological wellness at work (Grant, Christianson,
& Price, 2007). In Australia, alongside other jurisdictions in the United Kingdom and Europe, orga-
nizations are increasingly required to eliminate, or if not possible, minimize psychosocial hazards
and promote employee wellbeing.

Commonplace employee wellbeing interventions include resilience training, mindfulness and
wellbeing apps, employee assistance programs (EAP) and gym memberships (Goldstone, Hamer,
Grogan, & Ponniah, 2021). Recent research examining the effectiveness of such interventions has
indicated that employees are, in general, no better off (Fleming, 2024). Part of the concern is that the
commonplace wellbeing intervention typically focuses on the individual (in isolation). Yet, advocates
call for a ‘tiered approach’, combining individual alongside proactive, organizational approaches that
restructure work and minimize stress and incivility (Fleming, 2023). Such calls are backed by the evi-
dence, with organizational-level resources such as managerial support, and senior leadership priority
for a positive psychosocial climate being consistently identified as critical antecedents of employee
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wellbeing (Dollard, Dormann, & Idris, 2019; Farr-Wharton, Brunetto, Hernandez Grande, Brown, &
Teo, 2023; Xerri, Cozens, & Brunetto, 2023).

Other research has tracked the role of organizational interventions that promote nutrition, healthy
sleep, and mindfulness (Redeker et al., 2019). Scholars argue, however, that individual managerial
processes and initiatives that target the majority inevitably leave some employees out (Bamberger
et al., 2015). Furthermore, there is cause to suggest that employees who experience lower levels of
wellbeing and have not benefited from the available organizational resources, may negatively impact
the rest of the team’s wellbeing through a contagion influence (Finkel, Simpson, & Eastwick, 2017;
Xerri et al., 2023).

Emotional contagion is a form of social contagion that involves ‘catching’ others’ emotions and
moods. Contagion can be beneficial – when, for example positive sentiments are shared across a
group. However, Christakis and Fowler (2009) highlight a collective damaging impact that occurs
as a result of distraught employees within a work team. This damaging impact may include lower
wellbeing, higher levels of psychological distress, or lower productivity (Christakis & Fowler, 2009).
Notwithstanding, this remains an understudied phenomenon (see, e.g., Brunetto, Dick, Xerri, &
Cully, 2020; Farr-Wharton, Brunetto, & Xerri, 2021).

Professional services are those industries with core outputs related to specific services or exper-
tise rather than product creation. Such professions generally reside in the knowledge sector of an
economy, making this sector key to the innovation, value creation, and ultimately prosperity in more
established economies. As with much of the knowledge sector, professional services operations tend
to nest employees inwork teams, wheremembers undertake interlocking and complementary actions
to complete a workflow or deliver a service. Importantly, teams can have a mixture of skillsets. In the
case of an architectural team, there may be a lead architect, one or more junior architects, an office
manager, one or more people responsible for information technology functions, and an executive
officer. Each team member fulfills a separate function.

This paper examines the collective, contagious impact of co-workers’ emotional states on employee
wellbeing. Its underpinning hypotheses also consider the role of the provision of organizational
resources, namely psychosocial safety climate (PSC) and leader–member exchange (LMX). A mul-
tilevel statistical model is employed to analyze employees’ perceptions of managerial support and
priority, work stress, wellbeing, and emotional contagion among co-workers nested within their work
teams. The theoretical lens underpinning the hypotheses combines conservation of resources theory
(CORT) and emotional contagion theory (ECT). The latter theory is used to understand the social
exchange of sentiment, with the former used to explain how this shapes individual perceptions of
stress and wellbeing. The study is guided by the following research questions (RQs):

RQ1. To what extent do organizational and managerial support influence employees’ work stress
and wellbeing?

RQ2. What is the role of team-level emotional contagion in shaping the work stress-wellbeing
relationship?

Thepresent study extends thewellbeing literature by using amultilevel approach to explore the role
of team-level emotional contagion in influencing the relationship between work stress and employee
wellbeing. The paper offers new insights into the team collectivist conceptualization of employee
wellbeing within the context of professional services firms.

Theory and hypotheses
Conservation of resources theory
This study examines the impact of organizational resources on employee wellbeing, drawing on
CORT as one of the informing theories. CORT is a resource-oriented theorywhich explains that a loss
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of resources causes stress and undermines wellbeing (Halbesleben, Neveu, Paustian-Underdahl, &
Westman, 2014). Some scholars include safety climate and managerial support as key organiza-
tional resources to support employee wellbeing (see, e.g., Brunetto, Xerri, & Farr-Wharton, 2024;
Farr-Wharton et al., 2023; Xerri et al., 2023).

The CORT’s second corollary suggests that a resource loss can turn into a negative resource loss
spiral, which causes unsustainable levels of work stress (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004; Hobfoll, 2001).
In contrast, according to the theory’s third corollary, an employee who has abundant resources has
more options to continue gaining resources and thrilling. The argument of this paper is that when
employees’ perceptions of managerial support and PSC are on or above acceptable levels, employ-
ees experience a resource abundance that supports a reduction of work stress and, as a consequence,
higher employee wellbeing levels. Alternatively, if those organizational resources are scarce, employ-
ees experience a negative spiral of resources lost which causes high levels of work stress and negatively
impacts their wellbeing levels.

In this context, variations in individual levels of work stress among team members can trigger
a phenomenon known as emotional contagion. This contagious process involves collective emo-
tional convergence, creating a ripple effect that can significantly impact the overall team dynamic
and collective wellbeing.

Work stress
Work stress is defined as ‘a particular relationship between the person and the environment that
is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her
wellbeing’ (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 19). Viewed through the CORT lens, work stress is the result
of experiencing a significant loss of work-related resources (Farr-Wharton et al., 2023). According to
the CORT’s second corollary, an employee who is experiencing a resource loss is likely to experience
a negative spiral and lose further resources, exacerbating their stress levels and negatively impacting
their wellbeing (Halbesleben et al., 2014).

Psychosocial safety climate
Through the lens of CORT, employees’ perceptions of their manager’s prioritization of their wellbe-
ing over productivity and other organizational outcomes is a valued organizational resource. PSC
is an organizational resource that accounts for the prioritization of employee psychological health
(Becher & Dollard, 2016). Positive PSC has been correlated with positive individual health outcomes
such as lower psychological distress (Dollard et al., 2012) and reduced incidents of bullying (Dollard,
Dormann, Tuckey, & Escartín, 2017), as well as organizational outcomes such as higher engagement
and lower absenteeism (Dollard & Bailey, 2021). High PSC has also been associated with lower lev-
els of work stress. Alternatively, low PSC perceptions have been linked to high levels of work stress.
As such, this study hypothesizes that PSC is negatively associated with work stress at the team- and
individual-level of analysis.

Hypotheses 1: PSC is negatively associated with work stress at both levels of analysis.

Leader–member exchange
According to CORT, employees consider their relationship with their manager a valuable resource.
Graen, Novak and Sommerkamp (1982) captured this relationship in the LMX construct that
describes a two-way relationship between a manager and an employee from the employee’s per-
ception. This relationship has been found to influence the motivational, behavioral, and attitudinal
outcomes of employees (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Martin, Guillaume, Thomas, Lee, & Epitropaki,
2016), as well as their perceptions of their employment security (Wang, Le Blanc, Demerouti,
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Lu, & Jiang, 2019). Like PSC, high LMX has been associated with low levels of work stress (Brunetto
et al., 2016). Alternatively, low LMX perceptions have been associated with high levels of work stress.
Dienesch and Liden (1986) argued that LMX is a multilevel variable that functions at both the
employee and team levels. As such, this study hypothesizes that LMX is negatively associated with
work stress at the team- and individual-levels of analysis.

Hypotheses 2: LMX is negatively associated with work stress at both levels of analysis.

Some scholars argue that LMX is shaped by PSC (Shi & Gordon, 2020) and as such, this study
hypothesizes that PSC is positively associated with LMX at both levels of analysis. A healthy rela-
tionship between the manager and their employees is vital not only for employee wellbeing, but also
for positive team dynamics. Brunetto, Farr-Wharton and Shacklock (2011) argue that the quality of
the manager–employee relationship has an impact on the team’s ability to access information, sup-
port, and other organizational resources. As such, this study hypothesizes that LMX mediates the
relationship between PSC and work stress serving as a pathway for organizational resources.

Hypothesis 3: LMX mediates the relationship between PSC and work stress at both levels of analysis.

Employee wellbeing
Wellbeing is a multidimensional concept that includes the physical, social, and psychological state
(Grant et al., 2007).These dimensions are needed to fulfill the hedonic and eudaimonic levels of well-
being. The hedonic level includes job satisfaction, joy, and positive affect with co-workers, managers,
and clients (Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999). The eudaimonic level includes the fulfilment of finding
meaning in one’s career (Ryff, 2019).

Low levels of employee wellbeing negatively impact individuals, work teams, and organizations
(Baptiste, 2008). On the employee level, poor wellbeing has been linked with mental distress and job-
related anxiety (Delgado, Roche, Fethney,&Foster, 2021). InAustralia, 11,700 (9.2%) seriousworkers’
compensation claims were related to mental health conditions in 2021–22 (Safe Work Australia,
2023). Notably, the proportion of serious workers’ compensation claims related tomental health con-
ditions has increased significantly in a decade, from 6.5% in 2011–12 to 9.2% in 2021–22. In 2021–22,
the cost of absenteeism for Australian businesses was calculated at AUD $44 billion, and the cost of
presenteeismwas aroundAUD $35 billion (Asare,Makate, Powell, Kwasnicka, & Robinson, 2022). At
an organizational level, poor wellbeing has also been linked with workplace problems such as poor
culture or bullying (Farr-Wharton et al., 2023).

According to CORT, employees value their resources and will do anything to protect themselves
for a resource loss situation (Halbesleben et al., 2014). Moreover, according to Loh, Idris, Dollard and
Isahak (2018), when resources are available, employees are likely to invest some of their resources
(e.g., time, draw on managerial support, or attend training sessions) to obtain new ones, as well as
experience a reduction in their stress level and increase in their overall wellbeing. As such, this study
hypothesizes that work stress directly impacts wellbeing levels.

Hypothesis 4: Work stress is negatively associated with wellbeing at both levels of analysis.

PSC has been referred to as a component of workplace ecology that creates a pool of resources for
employees by serving as a resource passageway (Dollard et al., 2019). Similarly, LMX is regarded as
an important job resource that increases job performance by reducing employee stress (McLarty,
Muldoon, Quade, & King, 2021). As organizational tools, both can be considered resource pas-
sageways which develop or enhance new employee resources. According to CORT’s third corollary,
individuals who have the most resources are most capable of gaining or restoring resources after

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2024.44 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2024.44


350 Aglae Hernandez Grande et al.

a traumatic stressor and ultimately, supporting their wellbeing. As such, we hypothesize that work
stress mediates the relationship between organizational resources and employee wellbeing.

Hypothesis 5–6: Work stress mediates the relationship between PSC, LMX and wellbeing at both levels
of analysis.

Emotional contagion theory
To understand the role of team-level emotional contagion in shaping the relationship between work
stress and employee wellbeing, this study uses ECT. ECT defines the emotional contagion process
as ‘the tendency to automatically mimic and synchronize movements, expressions, postures, and
vocalizations with those of another person and, consequently, to converge emotionally’ (Hatfield,
Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1993, pp. 153–154). Relevant to this research, employees with high levels of
emotional contagion are more prone to converge emotionally with their co-workers through their
workplace interactions (Xerri et al., 2023).

Emotional contagion happens in several steps: mimicry, feedback, and contagion (Hatfield et al.,
1993). The degree and speed of the emotional conversion depends on the energy used (Schoenewolf,
1990), membership stability and familiarity (Bartel & Saavedra, 2000), and the resources that the
receiver is willing to invest in their workplace interactions (Lan, Gong, Liu, Wong, & Yuan, 2022).
Taking into account that a considerable number of co-worker interactions and social exchanges
happen within teams, this study argues that team members can develop mutually shared emotions
(Barsade, 2002; Xerri et al., 2023).

ECT’s argues that employees tend to converge emotionally with their co-workers (Petitta, Probst,
Ghezzi, & Barbaranelli, 2023). As such, emotional contagion is an indicative of the strength of the
contagion and the team’s emotional state is an indicative of the direction of such contagion. When
team members experience high levels of work stress (i.e., a negative emotion), it is likely that co-
workers with high levels of emotional contagion converge until reaching similar levels of work stress
and therefore, experience lower levels of employee wellbeing. On the other hand, teams with man-
ageable levels of work stress are likely to experience an increase in wellbeing. Therefore, it could be
argued that the strength of emotional contagion moderates the negative relationship between work
stress and employee wellbeing from the team to the individual-level (cross-level moderation).

Hypothesis 7: The strength of team-level emotional contagion moderates the negative relationship
between work stress and employee wellbeing.

One of the arguments of this paper is that when team members are experiencing high levels of
work stress and the team has high levels of emotional contagion, the negative impact of work stress
on their individual level of wellbeing is further exacerbated. Through this process, the employee may
experience a negative spiral of resources loss which could severely impact their levels of stress and
cause broader systemic problems such as high levels of turnover, reduced morale, and endemic men-
tal distress (Benitez, Peccei, & Medina, 2019). On the other hand, when the team is experiencing
manageable levels of work stress, the negative impact of work stress on their individual wellbeing is
mitigated and they experience an improvement of their wellbeing.

The theorized model is displayed in Figure 1.

Method
Sample
The target population of this study were employees working as part of a team in an Australian for-
profit organizationwithin the professional services industry. An extensive recruitmentwas conducted
via LinkedIn and email using a promotional video and a flyer that highlighted the most important
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Figure 1. Theorized model.

aspects of the project. As part of the project, all participant organizations received a report with their
average scores for the different indicators as well as a comparison with the total average. The survey
was designed using an online software, Qualtrics and the link to access the survey was shared with
the different participant organizations via email. Data was collected during late 2021 after receiving
approval from the University’s Human Research Ethics Committee. The final data set included 237
employees nested within 41 teams from nine organizations.

Of the total sample, 70% were female and 30% male (see Table 1). The majority of respondents,
42%,were born between 1990 and 1999, followed by 34%of respondentswhowere born between 1980
and 1989. The average tenure in their current organization was 1–2 years (33%), closely followed by
employees with a tenure below 1 year (27%) and between 3 and 5 years (27%).

Measures
Data was collected using an online questionnaire distributed via email to all participants. The survey
included previously validated instruments and some demographic questions.

Employee wellbeing wasmeasured using the 4-items construct developed by Brunetto et al. (2011).
A sample item is ‘Overall, I am reasonably happy with my work life’. Respondents rated their
experiences using a 6-point Likert scale from 1 ‘Strongly disagree’ to 6 ‘Strongly agree’.

Work stress wasmeasured using a 5-item scale developed by Cullen, Link,Wolfe and Frank (1985).
A sample item is ‘I amusually calm and at ease when I’m at work’. Respondents rated their experiences
using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 ‘Strongly disagree’ to 5 ‘Strongly agree’.

Emotional contagion was measured using a 6-items scale developed by Siebert, Siebert and Taylor-
McLaughlin (2007). A sample item is ‘At work, I would become nervous if colleagues around me
appear nervous’. Respondents rated their experiences using a 6-point Likert scale from 1 ‘Strongly
disagree’ to 6 ‘Strongly agree’.

Psychosocial safety climate wasmeasured using PSC-4, a 4-item scale developed byDollard (2019).
A sample item is ‘Managers show support for stress prevention through involvement and commit-
ment’. Respondents rated their experiences using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 ‘Strongly disagree’ to
5 ‘Strongly agree’.
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Table 1. Frequency analysis of the demographic questions

Demographic Variable N %

Gender Female 166 70

Male 71 30

Other or prefer not to disclose 0 0

Age 62–71 years old 4 2

52–61 years old 16 7

42–51 years old 29 12

32–41 years old 81 34

22–31 years old 100 42

19–21 years old 7 3

Tenure <1 year 63 27

1–2 years 79 33

3–5 years 64 27

6–10 years 24 10

11–15 years 3 1

>15 years 4 2

Note. N = 237 participants.

Leader-member exchange was measured using a 7-item scale developed by Graen and Uhl-
Bien (1995). A sample item is ‘How well does your direct supervisor recognize your potential?’
Respondents rated their experiences using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 ‘Strongly disagree’ to 5
‘Strongly agree’.

All scaled items are normally distributed as they are all between the acceptable threshold for skew-
ness and kurtosis (between −2 and +2) (George & Mallery, 2010). A Harmon’s single factor test was
utilized to test the likelihood of common method variance affecting the data. The result was below
50% (36.5%), indicating that there is a low likelihood of common method variance affecting the data.

Multilevel confirmatory factor analysis
Geldhof, Preacher and Zyphur (2014) state that the assessment of instrument reliability and discrim-
inant validity in multilevel statistical models should be performed using a multilevel confirmatory
factor analysis.

The discriminant validity of the variables in the multilevel model was tested by comparing a freely
estimated multilevel confirmatory factor analysis and a model where all correlations are constrained
to 1. The freely estimated model presented better results than the constrained model.

As part of the multilevel confirmatory factor analysis, we also tested the reliability of the scales
using McDonald’s omega (see Table 2). Wicke, Krakau, L ̈owe, Beutel and Brähler (2022) claim that
the minimum valid score is .8. Both between- and within-level McDonald’s omega for all constructs
was .8 or above. As such, we assume good reliability.

Analysis
The SPSS v.29 statistical analysis package by IBM and Mplus v.8.9 software was used to evaluate
the quality of the data. We used the Mplus MSEM framework, as proposed by Preacher, Zhang and
Zyphur (2016). In MSEM, the model is evaluated by examining the interaction effects between the
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Table 2. Within- and between-level instrument reliability using McDonald’s omega

Instrument
Between-level reliability

McDonald’s omega
Within-level reliability
McDonald’s omega

Employee wellbeing .968 .866

Work stress .908 .853

Emotional contagion .918 .800

Psychosocial safety climate .978 .861

Leader–member exchange .984 .869

Table 3. Correlation matrix

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

EWB .581 .169 1

WS .323 .123 −.49** 1

LMX .538 .168 .65** −.33** 1

PSC .530 .187 .54** −.35** .56** 1

EC .457 .123 .03 .03 −.10 .04 1

Gender .650 .477 −.05 −.03 −.14 −.12 −.07 1

Age 39 11.259 .17 −.13 .16 .15 .05 .04 1

Tenure 2.47 1.147 .02 .07 .15 .02 −.19 −.07 −.31

Note. Scale means for EWB, WS, LMX, PSC, and EC is 0–1, for gender is 1 for females and 0 for male, for age and tenure is a continue variable.
Abbreviations: EWB= employeewellbeing.WS=work stress. LMX= Leader–member exchange. PSC= psychosocial safety climate. EC= emo-
tional contagion.
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

two-level variables at both levels of analysis and the cross-level moderation is evaluated by examining
the impact of the moderator at the team level on the relationship between work stress and employee
wellbeing at the individual level. This cross-level moderation is evaluated using random slopes in the
regression stress-wellbeing to test the cross-level moderation of emotional contagion.

The interclass correlation at the team level for employee wellbeing is 37.3%, indicating a significant
multilevel effect. The correlation matrix (see Table 3) depicts that gender, age, and tenure are not
significantly related to the independent or the dependent variables. As a result, theywere not included
as a control in the hypotheses testing.However, both the organization and the team size were included
as controls in the hypotheses testing.

Results
The mean, standard deviation, and the within- and between-level correlation of the constructs are
displayed in Table 3. The model obtained satisfactory result of model fit indices were according to Hu
and Bentler (1999) prescriptions. CMIN/DF was 2.88, and it is considered good below 3. Corrected
Fit Index was .994, and Tucker Lewis Index was .961, and both indicators are considered good above
.95. The Standardized Root Mean Square Residual was .03 and it is considered acceptable below .08.
The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation was .06, and it is considered acceptable below .08. It
can be concluded that the multilevel structural model offered a good fit as all goodness of fit indices
scored within their acceptable thresholds.

Weused the Bayes estimator followingHoffman andWalters (2022) recommendations.They argue
that Bayes estimator is better to test a multilevel model with random slopes as it takes the latent mean
centering and the within and between decomposition. Asparouhov and Muthén (2019) also argue
than when using Mplus, Bayes estimator produces the multilevel decomposition that is appropriate
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Table 4. Between-level, and within-level standardized effects between employee wellbeing, work stress, lLeader–member
exchange, psychosocial safety climate, and emotional contagion

95% Credible interval

Estimate Lower 2.5% Upper 2.5% Sig Description

Between-level (work team) effects

PSC → WS −1.148 −1.852 −0.508 * Direct

PSC → WS (via LMX) −0.494 −0.956 −0.075 * Partially mediated

LMX → WS −0.567 −1.326 −0.079 * Direct

PSC → LMX 0.871 0.721 0.946 * Direct

WS → EWB −0.411 −0.625 −0.176 * Direct

PSC → EWB (via WS) 0.472 0.158 0.089 * Partially mediated

LMX → EWB (via WS) 0.233 0.829 0.014 * Partially mediated

EC → Slope −0.652 −0.958 −0.019 *

Within-level (employee) effects

PSC → WS −0.017 −0.141 0.177 Fully mediated (see below)

PSC → WS (via LMX) −0.099 −0.141 −0.016 * Fully mediated

LMX → WS −0.187 −0.343 −0.025 * Direct

PSC → LMX 0.529 0.411 0.622 * Direct

WS → EWB −0.061 −0.200 −0.060 * Direct

PSC → EWB (via WS) 0.001 0.028 0.000 * Partially mediated

LMX → EWB (via WS) 0.011 0.069 0.002 * Partially mediated

Note. N = 237; 41 clusters. EC = emotional contagion. EWB = employee wellbeing. WS = work stress. PSC = psychosocial safety climate.
LMX = Leader–member exchange.

to use with random slopes. Moreover, González-Romá and Hernández (2017) suggest that with a
small number of clusters and random slopes, Bayes estimator predicts better estimates.

When using Bayes estimator inMplus, the output does not produce p-values, the results have been
presented using the 95% credible interval for each estimate. If the interval does not contain the null
value, the estimate is found to be significant. Standardized model results are presented in Table 4.

Hypothesis 1 was only partially confirmed with a significant negative relationship between PSC
and work stress at the between-level (β = −1.148). At the within-level, this direct relationship
was found not significant; yet this relationship is fully mediated by LMX at both levels of analysis
(within: β = −.494; between: β = −.099), confirming hypothesis 3. LMX mediates the relationship
between PSC andwork stress serving as a pathway for organizational resources (Shi &Gordon, 2020).
Hypothesis 2 was confirmed at the within- (β = −.187) and between-level (β = −.567) since the
negative relationship between LMX and work stress was significant.

The negative association between work stress and employee wellbeing was significant at both the
within- (β = −.061) and between-level (β = −.411), confirming hypothesis 4. Work stress partially
mediated the relationship between PSC andwellbeing at both levels of analysis (β =.001 and β =.472,
respectively) and fullymediated the relationship between LMXandwellbeing at both levels of analysis
(β =.233 and β =.011, respectively), confirming hypothesis 5 and 6.

Finally, hypothesis 7 was also confirmed (β = −.652). We utilized random slopes in the regression
stress-wellbeing to test the cross-level moderation of emotional contagion. The significant between-
level estimate confirms the hypothesis that emotional contagion between team members moderates
the relationship between work stress. The moderation effect was plotted (see Fig. 2). The graph shows
that when there is a high level of emotional contagion, the negative relationship between stress and
wellbeing is strengthened. If collective levels of stress are high, this moderationmeans that employees
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Figure 2. Moderation effect. Note. Emotional contagion strengthens the negative relationship between work stress and
employee wellbeing.

will suffer from even lower levels of employee wellbeing. On the other side, if collective levels of stress
are low, the moderation impact increases wellbeing beyond the induvial effect.

Discussion
The novelty of this study centers on the role of team-level emotional contagion in influencing the
individual-level work stress → employee wellbeing relationship. The analysis found support for this
interaction, indicating that an employee is likely to experience a more severe impact on their wellbe-
ing resulting from high levels of work stress, when working in a team environment marked by high
contagion. The study also accounted for the role of PSC, and LMX, in shaping work stress, and cor-
respondingly, work stress as a mediator between PSC, LMX, and employee wellbeing. All modelled
paths were significant (with significant mediation paths superseding non-significant direct paths).

The results provide an important, and as yet absent, contribution to the study of employee well-
being. To date, organizational efforts to manage, control and positively influence employee wellbeing
have been over-reliant on individual-level, low impact initiatives (Goldstone et al., 2021). Yet, the
analysis presented in this paper has identified that team-level emotional contagion can significantly
shape individual wellbeing, more so when operating in a high stress, low support environment.
Building on extant research, the paper also confirms previous findings by Brunetto et al. (2024),
Trinchero, Borgonovi and Farr-Wharton (2014), and Xerri et al. (2023), noting the role of senior
and line-level leadership in shaping the work stress of teams and individuals.

The study also contributes to theory by integrating CORT and ECT, highlighting an important
dynamic interplay in the context of multilevel phenomena. Specifically, while CORT is useful in con-
ceptualizing the resource loss associated with low support/high stress work environments, and how
these lead to low wellbeing, ECT helps explains how a resource loss is worse in a high contagion team
environment.

Lessons for management, and the bourgeoning employee wellbeing industry, stemming from this
paper are manifold. In the first instance, management must be mindful that the effect of individually
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targeted wellbeing initiatives (i.e., those which are most common, like employee assistance program
and gym membership), in a high stress environment, will be weakened if individuals work in team
environments marked by high levels of contagion, and low levels of support. Correspondingly, man-
agers need to curate wellbeing-enhancement initiatives that permeate beyond the individual, but in
addition, consider and positively stimulate the team environment. For the most part, the analysis in
this paper has been framed in the negative (i.e., highwork stress will lead to a worse impact onwellbe-
ing, in a high team-contagion environment), however, the opposite is also true. Well targeted, stress
alleviation and team-contagion enhancing initiatives will have a more positive impact on employee
wellbeing, than stress alleviation initiatives in isolation.

While the sample used in this study was drawn from professional service firms, the experiences of
employees in this industry may be representative of what happens in the broader knowledge econ-
omy. Importantly, the sample was composed of employees and teams who were working remotely
from each other, through the aid of ICTs. This is important as teamwork, and correspondingly
team-level emotional contagion exists whether work is conducted in face-to-face, collocated office
environments, in wholly virtual environments, and everything in between. When teams are formed
by employees whose work duties interlock with each other, interaction will form between them, and
this will shape the contagion environment.

Nevertheless, there are some limitations to this study, including the use of cross-sectional,
self-reported data, obtained at a single time point (late 2021). While robustness tests on the
data (i.e., Harmon’s single factor test) indicated a low chance of bias affecting the result, the
findings would benefit from replication, potentially also with samples drawn from other indus-
tries in addition to professional services, to be confirmatory and determine their broader
applicability.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this study enhances our understanding of how social dynamics within teams can
influence wellbeing in the workplace. This research project found a significant moderating role of
team-level emotional contagion in the individual relationship between work stress and employee
wellbeing. With high levels of work stress, employees nested in team with high emotional conta-
gion are likely to experience a worse impact on their wellbeing. Additionally, PSC and LMX were
significant organizational resources that shape work stress, which also mediated the impact of these
organizational resources to wellbeing.

Through a multilevel analysis framework drawing on CORT and ECT, the results have several
implications for bothmanagement and the study field of employee wellbeing. Management must rec-
ognize the limited effectiveness of individual-level interventions in high stress, high contagion team
environments. Initiatives should, instead, be designed to promote positive team dynamics. Moreover,
this study underscores the need for organizations to invest in resources such as supportive leader-
ship and a psychosocial safe climate to buffer against the negative effects of work stress on employee
wellbeing.
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