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Abstract

Although work stress, turnover intention, and work–family conflicts among police

officers have been extensively investigated, no studies have explored these issues

simultaneously under the context of the coronavirus pandemic. Clearly, both work

and family domains have been drastically affected by this global health crisis, and it is

likely that each domain has a distinctive impact on work outcomes. Using survey data

based on a representative random sample of 335 police officers in Hong Kong, this

study examines the impacts of resource losses and gains across family and work

domains on occupational stress and turnover intention amid the pandemic. A mul-

tiple regression indicates that both family-to-work and work-to-family conflicts lead

to work stress and turnover intention among police officers. Among officers, super-

visory support is negatively associated with turnover intention and moderates the

impact of work-to-family conflicts on turnover intention. Finally, measures to miti-

gate work stress during public health disasters are discussed.
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Many studies have shown that police work is highly stressful (Anshel, 2000;

Goodman, 1990; He et al., 2002), and enforcing the law as a Hong Kong

police officer is no exception (Li et al., 2019; Lo, 2012). Work stress becomes

inevitable when the balance between work and family is disrupted. The recent

coronavirus pandemic has had a major effect on both the work and family

domains of police officers. On March 11, 2020, the World Health

Organization (WHO) characterized the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)

outbreak as a pandemic. As of April 10, 2021, the COVID-19 pandemic has

affected 223 countries worldwide, with more than 13.4 million confirmed cases

and a death toll exceeding 2.9 million (WHO, 2021). COVID-19 is the most

significant public health crisis of our time and a public order concern. As one of

the most densely populated places in the world (with 6,690 persons per square

kilometer), Hong Kong is especially vulnerable to this pandemic.
The literature demonstrates that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a negative

effect on police officers’ working situations and family relationships. For exam-

ple, De Camargo (2021) used data collected via interviews with 18 police officers

in the U.K. to reveal the connection between continued lack of support in the

workplace and the detachment and displacement of anxiety and fear related to

working during a pandemic. Police officers’ stress during the pandemic can be

attributed in part to changes of work schedules and job routines (Stogner et al.,

2020). In China, police officers’ stress levels were linked to their background

characteristics, such as age, education, and marital status (Yuan et al., 2020).

Police officers worried about bringing the infection home (Frenkel et al., 2021),

and thus avoided contact with their own families (Stogner et al., 2020).
The COVID-19 pandemic and related precautionary measures have imposed

additional job demands on police officers. First, in addition to medical and

public health professionals, police officers shoulder some of the responsibility

of controlling the spread of the virus. They are required to stop, detain, and

arrest individuals suspected of violating public preventive measures and laws,

which can create tension between them and the public. Second, police officers

assist health officials in handling the prevention and inspection of passengers in

airplanes and public transportation, which unavoidably increase work volumes

and the pressure on the time spent with their families. Third, officers have close

daily contact with the public and face a higher risk of being infected with the
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disease than those in other professions. These aspects can trigger worry or anx-
iety in officers and their families.

Survey data used in this study were collected between May and July 2020,
when Hong Kong faced social unrest and the outbreak of COVID-19. On
January 23, 2020, the first positive case of COVID-19 was confirmed. A
steady increase in confirmed cases has since been reported, from 17 in
January 2020 to more than 1,000 in April 2020, 3,000 in July 2020, and more
than 11,000 in March 2021 (Hong Kong Government, 2020). The Hong Kong
government has imposed and advised a series of precautionary measures, includ-
ing (a) border control and social distancing; (b) contact tracing, testing, and
mandatory quarantine; (c) screening and surveillance; and (d) regular public
updates (Wong et al., 2020). The Prevention and Control of Disease
Ordinance (2021a; 2021b; 2021c) (Cap. 599) was released, covering mandatory
quarantine (Cap. 599C and Cap. 599E), the prohibition of public gatherings
(Cap. 599G), and mandatory mask-wearing in public (Cap. 599I). Law enforce-
ment agents must send reminders and warnings to citizens, and arrest violators
who fail to comply with these legal requirements. For example, the first prose-
cution under the Ordinance was reported in April 2020, when six people were
each fined HKD2,000 (US$258) for playing chess together in a public housing
estate, in breach of social-distancing laws (Lo, 2020a). In the same month,
another 30 people were fined for the same act in a Hong Kong park (Lo, 2020b).

The job of enforcing the law in relation to COVID-19-related precautionary
measures has become complicated in the midst of social unrest and mistrust. It
has been difficult to ensure that citizens comply with law and order in Hong
Kong, especially since the 2019 Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Movement.
On January 29, 2019, the Hong Kong government announced potential amend-
ments to its extradition laws—the Fugitive Offenders Ordinance Cap. 503
(2017)—that would allow suspects to be extradited to places with which Hong
Kong has no formal extradition agreement. This move proved to be very con-
troversial and was followed by prolonged social unrest, demonstrations, riots,
and arrests. Public speculation that the police intentionally used the ban on
group gatherings to suppress protests rather than promote social distancing
has exacerbated police–citizen conflicts (Marlow & Hong, 2020a).

Following the arrests of 15 high profile pro-democracy protest leaders in
Hong Kong on April 20, 2020, the announcement by Beijing authorities that
the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress (NPC) would intro-
duce national security legislation applicable to Hong Kong on May 22, 2020,
and in anticipation of the 1-year anniversary of the first major clashes in the
2019 social unrest on June 12, 2020, rallies, demonstrations, violence, and
arrests occurred every weekend in May and June 2020, despite social distancing
rules limiting group gatherings to control the spread of the virus. On a single day
in May 2020, 230 people were arrested for unlawful assembly and other offenses
such as assaulting police officers, and penalty tickets were issued to 19 people for



284 Police Quarterly 25(3)

violating the gathering ban in weekend rallies (Marlow & Hong, 2020b). Clearly,
the COVID-19 did not slow down much Hong Kong people’s protests against
the Fugitive Offenders Ordinance (2017). During close and frequent encounters
with the public, officers have faced a high risk of virus exposure and infection,
and increased workloads due to the protests, disrupting the balance between
work and family demands.

Investigations of work–family and work–life conflicts among police officers
have been conducted extensively (Hall, 2010; Howard et al., 2004; Johnson
et al., 2005; Mikkelsen & Burke, 2004; Qureshi et al., 2016). However, no
such studies have been conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic in Hong
Kong. Several recent studies examined police officers’ work-related experiences
in mainland China (Sun et al., 2016), Hong Kong (Siu et al., 2015), and Taiwan
(Kuo, 2015). These studies relied on non-random convenience samples, which
limited the representativeness of the collected responses. This study was based
on a third wave of data collected from a representative random sample to fill the
knowledge gap. We applied the conservation of resources (COR) theory to
reveal the impact of work–family conflicts on work stress and turnover intention
among police officers in Hong Kong during the pandemic. This study addressed
the following research questions: (1) To what extent have Hong Kong police
officers experienced work stress and turnover intention during the pandemic? (2)
Have officers’ demographic characteristics affected their work stress and turn-
over intention amid the pandemic? (3) Do COR-related variables influence
police work stress and turnover intention? (4) To what extent do family support,
supervisory support, and personal coping techniques mitigate work stress and
turnover intention?

Literature Review

Conservation of Resources Theory

It is logical to adopt Hobf€oll’s (1989, 2001) COR theory to understand stress
related to police work engagement during the pandemic. First, COR theory has
been supported by empirical studies on stress (Gong et al., 2020; Wolter et al.,
2019) and work–family conflicts (Hall et al., 2010; G. He et al., 2019) among
police officers, forming a solid basis for the current study. Secondly, as articu-
lated by Hobf€oll (1989) and echoed by Snyder et al. (2020), the COR model is
more directly testable, comprehensive, and parsimonious than previous
approaches. More importantly, our research team observed that policing in
the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to involve resource loss and
gain, which is in line with the core concepts of the COR model.

Police officers’ resource conservation has been substantially disrupted by the
pandemic. Foundational to this study, COR theory defines psychological
stress as
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a reaction to the environment in which there is (a) the threat of a net loss of

resources, (b) the net loss of resources, or (c) a lack of resource gain following

the investment of resources. Both perceived and actual loss or lack of gain are

envisaged as sufficient for producing stress. (Hobf€oll, 1989, p. 516)

COR theory assumes that “humans are motivated to protect their current

resources and acquire new resources” (Halbesleben et al., 2014, p. 1335). Stress

is caused by inadequate resources to accommodate demands from the external

environment, and inadequacy refers to a resource loss that outweighs a resource

gain. The mitigation of work stress depends on how well individuals can acquire,

retain, and reserve resources.
Although resource can refer to anything that an individual perceives as help-

ful for meeting their work goals (Halbesleben et al., 2014), Hobf€oll (2001) iden-
tified 74 resources, including “time for work,” “time with loved ones,” “intimacy

with spouse or partner,” “understanding from employer/boss,” and “help with

tasks at home.” Families and workplaces are two major sources of human need

fulfillment (resource gain). Supervisory support (SS; Cullen et al., 1985) and

family support (FS; Shim et al., 2015) reduce work stress among police officers.

However, families and workplaces also impose significant demands on individ-

uals (resource loss).
According to COR theory, the lack or removal of salient workplace resources

has spillover effects on the quality of the home life (Grandey & Cropanzano,

1999). Increased conflict at home can lead to emotional exhaustion (Netemeyer

et al., 1996), which can spread to the workplace. Work–family conflicts result

from an imbalance between resources and demands across the two domains.

This dynamic can worsen when individuals cannot retain or gain resources from

either system. The resources and demands from families and workplaces are

critical to understanding work stress. During a pandemic, police officers are

likely to experience resource loss owing to work demands, such as increased

working hours and disruption of job routine. However, resource gain, such as

instrumental and emotional support from their families, is unlikely due to

restricted contact with family members.
The conservation of current resources and the acquisition of new resources

from the two domains are not well understood. The influence of work–family

conflicts on various work outcomes, such as work stress and turnover intention,

remains relatively unexplored in Hong Kong, a city with unique social and

political background. With this study, we intended to fill this gap by empirically

examining the relationships between work stress; turnover intention; work–fam-

ily conflicts; and individual, family, and workplace resources among police

officers in Hong Kong. We contend that resource gains and losses are related

to increased and decreased work stress, respectively. A resource loss in a work–

family conflict is likely to increase police work stress, whereas the support of
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family members and supervisors and the use of positive personal coping mech-

anisms can help police officers to gain resources, which can decrease work stress.

Work Stress

Work–related stress is “the response people may have when presented with

work demands and pressures that are not matched to their knowledge and

abilities and which challenge their ability to cope” (WHO, 2020). Such stress

is detrimental to police officers, leading to psychological disorders (Brown &

Campbell, 1994; He et al., 2002) and deteriorating job performance (Goodman,

1990). Stress has also been correlated with health concerns, such as sleeplessness,

digestive issues, and cardiovascular problems (Scholarios et al., 2017).
Several studies have shown that officers’ occupational stress is related to their

demographic characteristics. Older officers appear to be resilient to negative

affective responses to strain (Bishopp et al., 2018). Age does not appear to be

a strong risk factor for burnout among police officers (Wickramasinghe &

Wijesinghe, 2018). Female officers have reported higher levels of psychological

stress than their male counterparts in the form of somatization and depression

(He et al., 2002); however, several studies have not been able to confirm this

association (e.g., Acquadro Maran et al., 2014). With respect to officers’ stress

and rank, several studies have revealed that police constables encounter more

occupational stress than higher ranking officers (Fielding, 1988), whereas other

studies have indicated that sergeants experience the most stress (Gudjonsson &

Adlam, 1985). No consistent conclusion has been reached regarding stress and

rank. Similarly, the association between education level and stress varies across

studies. In one study, college-educated officers reported higher stress levels than

their less-educated counterparts, and the authors found that bureaucratic

restrictions often alienated better-educated officers (Zhao et al., 2002).

However, Griffin and Sun (2018) found that better-educated officers reported

less stress than less-educated officers. One study found that married officers tend

to experience more stress in relation to family and work (Qureshi et al., 2016),

but another study found that married male officers were more likely to have a

lower level of depression than their unmarried counterparts (He et al., 2005).

Clearly, more research is needed on the relationships between officer demo-

graphics and occupational stress.

Turnover Intention

Turnover intention refers to the subjective probability of an individual to leave

his or her organization in the near future (Mowday et al., 1984), and it is the best

predictor of voluntary turnover (Lambert, 2006). The resignation of police offi-

cers is costly. The direct financial costs involve recruiting, selecting, and training

police personnel, and the indirect costs consist of disruptions in services and
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organizational efficiency, the waiting period for police recruits to achieve com-

petence on the job, and the provision of fewer services to citizens (Harris &

Baldwin, 1999). Maintaining stable, reliable police manpower is essential for

community safety. Exploring the correlates to voluntary turnover intent

among police officers is therefore warranted.
An officer’s voluntary turnover can result from conflicts between the officer’s

ideal of policing and the reality (Haarr, 2005), personal emotional instability

(Cortina et al., 1992), or abusive supervision (Saleem et al., 2021). Female

officers have reported gender-specific reasons such as family concerns

(Doerner, 1995) and gender discrimination in the workplace (Haarr, 2005).

The Hong Kong government reported that more than 1,300 civil servants

(including police officers) resigned from their positions in 2017–2018, resulting

in a resignation rate of 0.8%. Approximately 24% of the resigned staff members

cited marriage or family as a major reason for leaving (Research Office,

Legislative Council Secretariat, 2020). Work–family conflict appears to be cor-

related with turnover in Hong Kong. However, the extent to which it contrib-

utes to police turnover in Hong Kong warrants further examination.

Work–Family Conflict

Work-family conflict has been conceptualized as “a form of interrole conflict in

which the role pressures from the work and family domains are mutually incom-

patible in some respect” and it can take three forms: (a) time-based conflict, (b)

strain-based conflict, and (c) behavior-based conflict (Greenhaus & Beutell,

1985, p. 77). Work–family conflicts can contribute to work stress among police

officers (He et al., 2002, 2005). Police officers have a high chance of encountering

different forms of work–family conflicts (Qureshi et al., 2016; Youngcourt &

Huffman, 2005). These include (a) time constraints (e.g., irregular work hours

in the police force can make interactions with family members difficult), (b)

strain (e.g., the dangerous and unpredictable nature of the job can make officers

tense during their shift and after work), or (c) behavior (e.g., police officers often

act firm, detached, and suspicious of suspects and can cause tension in the home

if they interact with family members in such a manner).
Stress in one domain can also spread to another, leading to a work–family

conflict (Mikkelsen & Burke, 2004). This study examined two types of work–

family conflicts. A work-to-family conflict (WFC) is “a form of inter-role con-

flict in which the general demands of, time devoted to, and stress created by a

job interfere with performing family-related responsibilities” (Netemeyer et al.,

1996, p. 401). Reversely, a family-to-work conflict (FWC) refers to “a form of

inter-role conflict in which the general demands of, time devoted to, and stress

created by family interfere with performing work-related responsibilities”

(Netemeyer et al., 1996, p. 401).
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Personal Coping, Family Support, and Supervisory Support

Personal, family, and organizational resources are supposed to mitigate work

stress. Workplace resources help workers to complete their tasks and make work

pleasant (Hakanen & Schaufeli, 2012). The removal or absence of workplace

resources can result in stress and frustration for workers (Alarcon, 2011).

Support from an immediate supervisor is an essential resource for reducing

work-related stress (Ellrich, 2016). Supervisor support (SS) is the most impor-

tant source of work-based support in terms of alleviating stress, whereas the

impact of co-worker support is relatively low (Ganster et al., 1986).
Family support (FS) is vital for counteracting job stress (Nohe & Sonntag,

2014). Talking to family members and friends has been found to act as a buffer

between the authoritative organizational culture and organizational commit-

ments (Choi et al., 2020). Spousal support has been shown to moderate the

effect of parental overload on FWCs (Aryee et al., 1999). However, research

has indicated that FS does not moderate the effect of a WFC on an employee’s

turnover intention (Nohe & Sonntag, 2014).
Constructive coping (CC) mechanisms are “positive, productive and active

responses intended to deal with stress” (McCarty et al., 2007. p. 680). Coping

mechanisms can focus on problems or emotions (Kalliath & Kalliath, 2014).

Problem-focused coping involves identifying steps for problem-solving, whereas

emotion-focused coping leads individuals to seek emotional support, such as

empathy, understanding, and encouragement, from their social networks.

Working Conditions of Hong Kong Police Officers

The Hong Kong Police Department is the largest regulatory organization in the

region, with a workforce of 32,992. As of August 30, 2020, it accounted for

18.6% of all civil servants in Hong Kong (Hong Kong Civil Service Bureau,

2020). In 2019–2020, approximately 90% of officers were at a junior level, such

as junior constable, senior constable, sergeant, or station sergeant, while 10%

were officers working at the inspectorate level or higher (Hong Kong Police

Force, 2020). The police–citizen ratio of 390 to 100,000 population in Hong

Kong has remained steady over the past decade (Hong Kong Census & Statistics

Department, 2020) and is largely in line with the rate in major Western cities,

such as 360 in Greater London (Allen & Zayed, 2020) and 398 in New York (US

Census Bureau, 2020). In Hong Kong, high salaries and adequate welfare ben-

efits have been used to discourage police officers’ involvement in corruption

since the late 1970s.
Despite good pay and benefits, the Hong Kong Police Department has

encountered difficulties in recruiting and detaining officers over the past year.

Nearly 450 police officers left the force, and only 766 officers were hired between

June 2019 and February 2020, compared with 1,341 in the previous year. The
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Security Bureau of Hong Kong said the reasons for leaving included resignation

during training, early retirement, and family or personal reasons (Leung, 2020).

Although no official statistics are available to support the role of work stress in

officers’ early retirement decisions, their turnover intention has probably been

motivated by the challenging working environment marked by social unrest,

violence, and citizen resentment.
Hong Kong has recently experienced several waves of social unrest, includ-

ing the Umbrella Movement in 2014, the Fishball Movement in 2016, and the

Anti-Extradition Bill Movement in 2019. These movements, especially the

most recent, have led to thousands of injuries and generated considerable

resentment toward the police, particularly among young people. Public satis-

faction with the Hong Kong police decreased from 69% in June 2010 to 50%

in June 2019, and dissatisfaction rose from 13% to 28% during the same

period (Public Opinion Program, The University of Hong Kong, 2019).

Reduced satisfaction and increased dissatisfaction can result in resentment

and violence. Reported cases of assault on the police increased from 448 in

2009 to 724 in 2019, despite a steady decrease in the crime rate from 1,113 (per

1,00,000 population) to 789 during the same period (Hong Kong Census &

Statistics Department, 2020).
Consequent to the diminishing trust between the police and the public and

the rising number of riots in recent years, Hong Kong’s public order policing

style has shifted from “soft” to “coercive” (Ho, 2021). This coercive policing

style has involved the increased use of arrests and beatings instead of negotia-

tion and communication, which also imposes adverse working conditions on

frontline police officers. The adverse working environment may have been exac-

erbated by the non-compliance of some citizens towards health protection meas-

ures during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Current Study

This study sought to gauge the views of frontline police officers regarding (a)

their perceived work stress and turnover intention, (b) perceived work-to-family

conflicts (WFCs) and family-to-work conflicts (FWCs), (c) supervisor support

(SS), family support (FS), and constructive coping (CC). This study was

designed to test the following six hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1: Work stress and turnover intention vary across demographic

backgrounds.

Hypothesis 2: Work stress is positively related to FWC and WFC (resource loss).

Hypothesis 3: Work stress is negatively related to SS, FS, and CC (resource gain).

Hypothesis 4: Turnover intention is positively related to FWC and WFC (resource

loss).
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Hypothesis 5: Turnover intention is negatively related to SS, FS, and CC (resource

gain).

Hypothesis 6: Resource variables can moderate the effects of demand variables on

work stress and turnover intention.

By testing these hypotheses, our study offers three potential contributions.
First, this study extends the literature on police job stress and turnover intention
to include Hong Kong. This city witnessed a noticeable decrease in rank on the
Economist Intelligence Unit’s (2020) Biennial Safe Cities Index, and police offi-
cers’ job demands became extraordinary during the COVID-19 pandemic. Our
study results may reveal implications and useful insights for other cities
experiencing mass protests during the pandemic.

Second, our study adopted COR theory, and our findings demonstrate how
well resource losses and gains across the workplace and family domains can
affect work stress and turnover intention. To the best of our knowledge, this
study offers the first empirical and theoretically driven analysis of the spillover
effects of resources and demands on work stress (as a psychological response)
and turnover intention (as a behavioral response) among a sample of police
officers in Hong Kong. As a postcolonial society with a mixture of Chinese
and Western cultures, the Hong Kong public (including police officers) expect
the family–work interface to reflect traditional Chinese ideologies, such as the
Confucian principles of interpersonal harmony and collectivism toward family
unity (King & Bond, 1985), and a capitalist ideology that emphasizes individ-
uals’ efforts toward career achievement. The median number of weekly working
hours for employees was 44.3 in 2020 (Hong Kong Census & Statistics
Department, 2020), which is higher than in most comparable cities. Hong
Kong is an ideal research site to confirm the influence of the spillover effects
of the family and workplace on work stress and turnover intention.

Third, our study may shed light on the directions of policies and practices
intended to mitigate police work stress and turnover intention, especially during
natural disasters. Our study results can confirm the extent of the negative impact
of work–family conflict on work stress and turnover intention and whether FS,
SS, and CC moderate this effect. If the negative impact of work–family conflict
is unavoidable, police organizations can consider strengthening the resilience of
officers and their family members or providing organizational support to coun-
teract the consequences.

Methods

Data Collection and Sample

This study used part of the data collected by a multi-year research project that
measured factors relating to officers’ work stress and turnover intention. The
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research project used an 80-item survey instrument that was developed and
finalized in 2016 by a team of researchers after a pilot survey study, using the
test–retest reliability method. The pilot survey was conducted among approxi-
mately 80 police officers to confirm the construct, convergent, and discriminant
validities. The research team contacted the Junior Police Officers’ Association
(JPOA) in Hong Kong to obtain permission to survey its members. JPOA is the
union that represents almost all of the serving police constables, sergeants, and
station sergeants, who account for approximately 90% of the total officer pop-
ulation in Hong Kong. As at 31 December 2019, there were 28,034 junior police
officers (Hong Kong Police Force, 2020).

The study was conducted according to ethical protocols approved by the first
author’s University. The survey was administered using a random sampling
method based on a full list of JPOA members. Eight hundred targets were
randomly selected in 2018. An invitation letter explaining the research objec-
tives, confidentiality issues, and the voluntary nature of participation was sent to
the targets. Informed consent was collected through a reply form attached to the
invitation letter. Data were collected through a self-administered survey ques-
tionnaire distributed and gathered by JPOA and given to the research team
during the early summers of 2018, 2019, and 2020. Our research team received
all filled questionnaires before July. This survey study was conducted in a pencil-
and-paper format, which was suggested by JPOA as a more feasible approach
than an online one. We excluded questionnaires with inadequate responses in a
three-wave study on the same group of officers. At the first wave of the study in
2018, we collected the valid response from 625 officers (78% response). The
questionnaires were only sent to those who had participated in the previous
wave (i.e., wave 1), resulting in a 72% response rate (N¼ 456) for wave 2 and
73% response rate (N¼ 335) for wave 3. The current study is based on the
analysis of the valid responses in wave 3. The current study is based on the
analysis of the valid responses in wave 3. The sample size of the current study
adhered to the power analysis (see Cohen, 1988) for testing an effect (r> .15),
with a p-value of .05 and a power of .80.

Considering the decrease of sample members between the waves can alter the
original sample representativeness, our research team checked the possible attri-
tion bias. Bivariate comparisons of stayers versus leavers on baseline data is one
of the methods to detect attrition bias in a longitudinal study (Miller & Wright,
1995). In this study, an independent-sample t test was performed on key demo-
graphic variables (e.g., gender, age, education, marital status, having children or
not, tenure, and rank) comparing those respondents who discontinued their
participation after the first wave of data collection in 2018 (leavers, N¼ 301)
to those who continued their participation till to the third wave of data collec-
tion in 2020 (stayers, N¼ 335). Almost all 2020 respondents attended all three
waves of studies, except a few of them who missed the second wave data col-
lection. Our analysis did not find any significant differences between the two
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groups at the .05 level (see Table 1). Hence the threat to sample representative-
ness due to attrition bias is not a concern in this study.

Dependent Variables

Two dependent variables, namely officer work stress and turnover intention, were
examined in this study (Table 2). Eight items were originally used to measure
officers’ work stress, consistent with the methods of a previous study (McCarty
et al., 2007). After the pilot test, two items were dropped. We used a series of
6-point Likert items to ask the respondents how often they encountered certain

situations, such as “I feel tired at work even with adequate sleep,” “I become
moody, irritable, or impatient over small problems,” and “My interest in doing
fun activities has decreased because of my work.” The response categories
included “never,” “rarely,” “seldom,” “sometimes,” “frequently,” and “always”
(scores of 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6, respectively). The scale had a Cronbach’s a of .887,

suggesting high internal reliability.
The second dependent variable in this study was turnover intention, which

was gauged using four items with high reliability (a¼ .916). This scale was

adopted from Lai (2017) and was used to assess turnover intent among correc-
tional officers in Taiwan. We asked the respondents to rate the frequency of the
following thoughts or actions: “thinking about quitting,” “a desire to leave the
current job,” and “searching for alternative employment or preparing for offi-
cial examination” on a 6-point Likert scale. The response categories included
“never,” “rarely,” “seldom,” “sometimes,” “frequently,” and “always” (scores

of 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6, respectively).
In this study, we performed an exploratory factor analysis with varimax

rotation to check the variability among observed variables and used the variance

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Leavers and Stayers.

Characteristics

Leavers (N¼ 301) Stayers (N¼ 335)

M M

Female (%) 21.4 16.9

Age (years) 36.9 34.4

Education (years) 13.4 13.0

Married (%) 57.1 59.0

Have children (%) 57.1 37.4

Tenure (years) 13.9 11.5

Rank 16.7 11.5

Note. Leavers¼ those respondents who discontinued their participation after

2018, Stayers¼ those respondents who continued their participation till to

2020.

No significant differences between the two groups at the .05 level.
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of inflation factor (VIF) scores for checking the problem of multicollinearity

(Table 3). VIF ranged from 1.01 to 6.91was lower than the threshold of 10 (Hair

et al., 1995). Multicollinearity was not a concern.

Independent Variables

The independent variables were constructed based on the key concepts of COR:

(a) resource loss because of family and workplace demands, which include work-

to-family conflict and family-to-work conflict, and (b) resources gain from

family support, supervisor support, and constructive coping for managing

demands.
Work-to-family Conflict (WFC). WFC was measured using a 5-item additive

variable developed by Howard et al. (2004), which was scored on a 6-point

Likert scale (1¼ “totally disagree” to 6¼ “totally agree”). This scale has one

Table 3. Hierarchical Multiple Regressions Predicting Stress and Turnover Intention and
Moderating Effects Among Predictors.

Stress Turnover intention

Variables b R2 b R2 VIF

Step 1 (demographics) .008 .028

Female �.031 �.103 1.05

Age .061 �.085 6.91

Education .007 .058 1.20

Married �.015 �.124 2.01

Have children �.054 .012 1.85

Tenure �.039 .119 7.49

Rank �.050 �.065 2.03

Step 2 (resource loss & gain) .443 .205

WFC .443*** .143* 1.34

FWC .305*** .167* 1.42

SS �.084 �.236*** 1.35

FS .009 �.047 1.36

CC �.015 .074 1.06

Step 3 (moderation) .454 .269

WFC� SS �.006 �.176** 1.05

WFC� FS .039 �.061 1.01

WFC�CC .067 �.022 1.01

FWC� SS .041 .025 1.02

FWC� FS �.029 �.104 1.04

FWC�CC .000 .077 1.02

Note. N¼ 335. VIF¼ the variance inflation factor scores, WFC¼Work-to-family conflict, FWC¼ Family-to-

work conflict, SS¼ Supervisor support, FS¼ Family support, CC¼Constructive coping.

Each interaction is added alternately.

*p< .05. **p< .01. ***p< .001.
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dimension, and the sample items include “I often have to miss important family
activities because of my job” and “There is a conflict between my job and the
commitments and responsibilities I have to my family or spouse/partner.” A
Cronbach’s a of .923 reveals a high level of internal reliability.

Family-to-work Conflict (FWC). FWC was also adapted from the scale
developed by Howard et al. (2004). The sample questions include “The demands
of my family or spouse/partner interfere with work-related activities” and
“Things I want to do at work don’t get done because of the demands of my
family or spouse/partner.” The respondents were asked to use a 6-point Likert
scale ranging from 1¼ “totally disagree” to 6¼ “totally agree.” The FWC scale
has a Cronbach’s a of .911.

Supervisor Support (SS). The SS scale consists of three items (a¼ .960; Nohe
& Sonntag, 2014). The respondents offered answers based on a 6-point Likert
scale ranging from “absolutely no support” (¼1) to “enormous support” (¼6).
The question items include “To what extent can you count on your leader to
listen to you when you face difficulties in combining work and family?” and “To
what extent can you count on your leader to help you face difficulties in com-
bining work and family?”

Family Support (FS). The FS scale was also adopted from Nohe and Sonntag
(2014). Three items were used (a¼ .953), and sample items include “To what
extent can you count on your spouse to back you up when you have difficulties
in combining work and family?” and “To what extent can you count on your
spouse to listen to you when you face difficulties in combining work and
family?”

Constructive Coping (CC). CC strategies were measured using five items
(a¼ .689) that were adopted from He et al. (2002). The respondents in the cur-
rent study were asked to indicate the frequency at which they adopted certain
strategies, such as “praying for guidance and strength” and “exercising regu-
larly.” A 6-point Likert scale ranging from “never” (¼1) to “always” (¼6)
was used.

In this study, the values of the responses to the variables were converted from
1–6 to 0–100 for the ease of data comparison (0¼ 1st point, 20¼ 2nd point,
40¼ 3rd point, 60¼ 4th point, 80¼ 5th point, and 100¼ 6th point). This linear
rescaling resulted in no variations in the meanings and relationships concerning
the measures (Preston & Colman, 2000).

Demographic and Control Variables

Demographic characteristics were used as control variables (Table 1). They
included gender (0¼male; 1¼ female), age (in years), education (in years), mar-
ital status (0¼ not married; 1¼married), parenthood (0¼not a parent, 1¼
parent), tenure (in years), and rank (1¼ junior police constable, 2¼ senior
police constable, 3¼ sergeant, 4¼ station sergeant). The mean age of the
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respondents was 34 years, and 16.9% were female. The gender ratio is similar to

that of the overall police population in Hong Kong in 2019–2020, in which

female police officers accounted for 17.5% of the force (Hong Kong Census

& Statistics Department, 2020). On average, the respondents had 13 years of

education, the equivalent of a high school diploma. More than half of the

respondents were married (59%), and more than a third (37.4%) had children.

The respondents had an average of 11.5 years of service experience. Regarding

rank, 77.7% were junior constables, 10.7% were senior constables, 10.7% were

sergeants, and 0.9% were station sergeants. This rank structure largely resem-

bles that of the current police population. As of December 31, 2019, 76% of

junior police officers were police constables, while 19% were sergeants and 5%

were station sergeants (Hong Kong Police Force, 2020).

Results

Univariate Analysis

The descriptive data for work stress and turnover intention are shown in

Table 2. Splitting the scores ranging from 0 to 100 into tertiles (i.e. lower score-

s¼ less than 40; medium scores¼ 40–60; higher scores¼more than 60), the

police officers in this study were found to encounter medium levels of work

stress (M¼ 40.0, SD¼ 18.7) and exhibit lower levels of turnover intention

(M¼ 15.3, SD¼ 19.6). The police officers “sometimes” felt work stress and

“rarely” had turnover intention during the COVID-19 pandemic. They were

confronted by a medium level of WFC (M¼ 52.7, SD¼ 22.3) and a lower

level of FWC (M¼ 28.7, SD¼ 20.5). However, they reported that they had

received substantial support to handle their stress from their supervisors

(M¼ 65.6, SD¼ 20.8) and spouses/families (M¼ 72.1, SD¼ 21.1). The use of

constructive coping strategies to manage work stress was not very frequent

among police officers in this study (M¼ 44.9, SD ¼16.1).

Multivariate Analysis

Hierarchical multiple regressions (Table 3) were used to assess the effects of

different sets of variables based on the theoretical framework of this study.

Step 1 examined the effects of the participating police officers’ background

characteristics on their occupational stress and work turnover intention. In

Step 2, the two variables of WFC and FWC were added. In Step 3, the support

and coping variables (SS, FS, and CC) were added. In the final step, the inter-

action effects of the five independent variables were added. We examined the

interaction terms individually so as to eliminate the overlapping interaction

effect problem. For the sake of interpretability of results, we did the mean
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centering of the moderating and independent variables prior to computing the

interaction terms.
Demographic variables only accounted for less than 1% and 2% of the var-

iation in the participants’ work stress and turnover intention, respectively. None

of the demographic variables had a significant impact on the two outcome var-

iables of the study. Hence, hypothesis 1 was not supported in this study. Adding

the five explanatory variables into the regression (step 2) greatly improved the

explanatory power of work stress and turnover intention, increasing the R2

values from .008 to .443 and from .028 to .205, respectively. The results indicate

that police work stress is significantly related to WFC (b¼ .443, p< .001) and

FWC (b¼ .305, p< .001) but not to SS, FS, and CC. Moreover, the officers’

intention to quit is related to WFC (b¼ .143, p< .05), FWC (b¼ .167, p< .05),

and SS (b¼�.236, p< .001) but not to FS and CC. Therefore, hypotheses 2, 4,

and 5 were confirmed, whereas hypothesis 3 was partially supported.
The moderation effect exists in explaining turnover intention (Step 3). SS can

moderate the impact of work–family conflict on turnover intention (b¼�.176,

p< .01). When the moderating effect was added, the R2 increased from .443 to

.454 to explain work stress and from .205 to .269 to account for turnover inten-

tion. Hypothesis 6 was partially supported. Figure 1 shows the standard scores

of turnover intention by high and low levels of work–family conflict and super-

visor support. A positive relationship between work–family conflict and turn-

over intention was noted under the condition of low supervisor support, while a

Figure 1. Standard Score of Turnover Intention by High (1 SD Above M) and Low Levels
(1 SD Below M) of Work–Family Conflict and Supervisor Support.
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negative relationship was noted under the condition of high supervisor support.
All explanatory variables together accounted for more than 45% of the varia-
tion in work stress and more than 26% of the variation in turnover intention
among police officers in this study.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study is one of the first to examine the effects of COR variables on work
stress and turnover intention among police officers in Hong Kong amid a pan-
demic. The findings have important research and practical implications.

First, compared with the data collected from another group of police offi-
cers in Hong Kong in 2017 by our research team, the police officers in this
study appeared to have encountered less work stress but a similar level of
conflict between their work and families. In 2017, the mean scores were 50 for
work stress, 58.2 for WFC, and 33.3 for FWC (Li et al., 2019). There are three
possible explanations for this finding. First, during the COVID-19 pandemic,
there were fewer mass demonstrations due to health concerns and restrictions
on group gatherings. Hong Kong police officers were released from the
burden of handling riots and conflicts in public places. Second, the results
may be related to the issue of “survival bias” that has been shown in previous
police stress studies (Gershon et al., 2009). Our study did not include officers
who went into early retirement or were on sick leave due to work stress over
the past 2 years. Third, the stress tolerance or resiliency of Hong Kong police
officers may have increased alongside their exposure to riots and mass
protests.

Second, the study findings enrich our understanding of resource losses and
gains across two key life domains, family and work. The two full models
explained approximately 45% of the variance in work stress and 26% of the
turnover intention among police officers. Our findings suggest that COR theory
is well suited to recognize the factors involved in police occupational stress and
turnover intention in Hong Kong.

Among the explanatory variables, FWC (e.g., missing work due to family
responsibilities) and WFC (e.g., missing important family activities due to work)
exert significant effects on work stress. These results indicate that police officers
are likely to feel psychological distress when conflicts with family members
spread to the workplace, which will substantially affect their resources.
Support from family members and supervisors and positive coping mechanisms
did not demonstrate any effect on work stress. These findings contradict the
conclusions of previous studies that SS (Ellrich, 2016; Ganster et al., 1986), FS
(Aryee et al., 1999; Shim et al., 2015), and CC (Clark-Miller & Brady, 2013) can
alleviate or moderate work stress directly. The resources that the participants
may have derived from personal coping mechanisms and support from their
families or workplaces may not have played a role in work stress mitigation
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due to the drastic changes in their work environment and demands amid the
COVID-19 pandemic.

WFC and FWC also significantly influence job turnover intention. Police
officers with FWC may realize that they need to withdraw from the current
situation to avoid a further loss of resources, such as time and affection shared
with loved ones. This realization echoes Hobf€oll’s (2001) proposition that indi-
viduals strive to protect things that they value. SS has a negative impact and
moderates the effect of WFC on officers’ turnover intention. This finding sug-
gests that SS, in the form of listening and offering help, can drastically reduce a
subordinate’s intention to quit their job and offset the negative impact of WFC
and FWC on turnover intention.

Third, none of the demographic variables in this study (including gender, age,
education, marital status, parenthood, years of service, and rank), were found to
be significantly correlated with work stress and turnover intention. Therefore, it
would seem that the impact of the explanatory variables (work–family conflict,
social support, and constructive coping) on the outcome variables (work stress
and turnover intention) is free from interference of the respondents’ back-
grounds. This provides additional evidence that work resources and demands
are more potent than demographics.

Finally, it is imperative to design and implement policies and practices to
reduce police work stress and turnover intention amid and after a pandemic.
We found that WFCs and FWCs are salient variables affecting work stress
and turnover intention among Hong Kong officers. Promoting a family-
friendly policy in the workplace is important during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Extra energy is required to take care of children who cannot attend school and
address the concerns of family members regarding safety and health. In line
with family-friendly policies for civil servants (including the police), the Hong
Kong government extended paid maternity leave for employees from 10 to
14weeks in 2018. This action is a good move, although it lags behind stand-
ards in Europe; for example, the U.K. offers 39 weeks. In the context of
COVID-19, the Hong Kong government should also consider flexible work
arrangements (e.g., long-term leave with employment protection and tempo-
rary remote work for caring purposes) and childcare options (e.g., emergency
childcare and extra support for pregnant employees: United Nations
Children’s Fund et al., 2020).

At the organizational level, it is essential to cultivate a supportive workplace
environment. This study indicates that SS can moderate the impact of work–
family conflicts on work stress. Police organizations should offer support that is
tangible (i.e., assistance with resources, time, and labor), informational (i.e.,
advice or information on community assistance), and emotional (i.e., care, con-
cern, and listening; Youngcourt & Huffman, 2005). Practical suggestions
include offering police officers priority access to COVID-19 vaccines to enhance
their sense of safety from infection (De Camargo, 2021), and shifting non-core
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policing duties to the community and commercial sector, such as volunteers and
security staff, to alleviate work overload during the pandemic (Jiang & Xie,
2021).

Several limitations of this study should be noted when interpreting the
findings. First, the cross-sectional design makes it difficult to confirm
causal relationships between the variables. For instance, although the study
findings indicated that work–family conflicts had a significant effect on police
work stress and turnover intention, these variables are reciprocally related,
and the direction of influence remains uncertain. Second, although the study
was conducted based on a random sample and the same group of officers
was invited to take part in the study’s three waves in 2018, 2019, and 2020,
the representativeness of the sample was threatened by the attrition rate of
each cohort. The responses of officers who retired, resigned, or declined to
answer were not included. Third, the categorization of work–family conflicts
in this study is limited to two types, namely WFCs and FWCs, which may
not adequately reflect all of the types of stress that officers experience.
Future studies should consider examining other forms of work–family con-
flicts, such as those based on time, roles, and stress. Fourth, social desirabil-
ity concerns may have biased the respondents’ answers in this study. Social
desirability bias occurs when respondents over-report admirable attitudes
and/or behaviors to present themselves favorably with respect to current
social norms and standards, and under-report attitudes and behaviors that
they feel are not socially acceptable or respectable (Zerbe & Paulhus, 1987).
The respondents in this study may have under-reported their stress levels to
present a strong, tough self-image. To eliminate personal bias, further con-
clusions could be generated based on multiple sources of information. Future
studies could collect data on partners’ and children’s perceptions and expe-
riences of stress.
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