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Abstract. With the rapid development of Internet technologies and the deepening
digital transformation of enterprises, the boundaries between work and non-work
activities have become increasingly blurred. A growing number of employees
engage in "cyberloafing"—using the internet for non-work-related purposes
during work hours—which has become a common phenomenon in modern
workplaces. This paper conducts a comprehensive literature review to examine
the concept of cyberloafing, its antecedents, behavioral patterns, and its dual
impact on organizational performance and employee well-being. While
cyberloafing is often perceived as detrimental to productivity and organizational
discipline, research has also revealed its potential to reduce work-related stress,
enhance creativity, and improve job satisfaction when it occurs in moderation.
Grounded in theories of organizational behavior, including psychological
contract theory and motivation theory, this study analyzes the organizational and
individual factors contributing to cyberloafing. Furthermore, the paper proposes
management strategies such as flexible work arrangements, clearer internet use
policies, and improved employee engagement to mitigate negative effects. The
findings aim to provide practical insights for organizations seeking to manage
cyberloafing effectively without undermining employee autonomy or morale.
This study contributes to a more balanced understanding of employee internet
usage behavior in the context of the modern digital workplace.
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1 Introduction

With the rapid development and widespread application of internet technology,
employees more frequently use electronic devices such as smartphones and computers
at work instead of performing work tasks. This phenomenon has given rise to a new
form of counterproductive work behavior—cyberloafing!. Defined as employees using
organizational internet resources during working hours to engage in non-work-related
personal activities, cyberloafing has become an important issue in organizational
management research over the past twenty years. Specific manifestations include
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browsing entertainment websites, using social media, online shopping, online chatting,
or handling personal matters. A large body of research shows that cyberloafing can lead
to reduced productivity, lower work efficiency, and significant financial and security
risks for companies®. At the same time, some scholars argue that moderate cyberloafing
can help employees relieve stress, restore psychological resources, and balance work
and life’.

In recent years, scholars from psychology, management, information systems, and
other disciplines have explored the causes, mechanisms, and management strategies of
cyberloafing. Based on this, this paper systematically reviews high-quality empirical
research on cyberloafing from 2018 to 2024 globally, summarizes the logical frame-
works of existing studies, and constructs an integrated theoretical framework to provide
references for future academic research and organizational practice.

2 Origins and Measurement of Cyberloafing

2.1 Definition Evolution

The term “cyberloafing” was first introduced by the mass media to describe employees
spending time online, wasting time, and accessing inappropriate content that might
cause organizational losses*. Lim (2002) formally introduced the concept of cyber-
loafing into academic discussions, defining it as employees voluntarily using the
company’s internet during office hours to visit non-work-related websites and send or
check personal emails. Lim emphasized its voluntary nature and its irrelevance to
work-related content. Later scholars supplemented this definition from different per-
spectives. From the behavioral perspective, cyberloafing was divided into mild be-
haviors (such as browsing news) and severe behaviors (such as accessing inappropriate
websites)®. From the motivational perspective, some studies viewed cyberloafing as
micro-breaks to relieve stress and restore energy, while others saw it as a retaliatory
response to organizational injustice®. With changes in the technological environment,
cyberloafing’s manifestations became increasingly dependent on personal digital
devices, leading scholars to redefine it as “personal internet use in the workplace.”
Overall, cyberloafing has both positive functions and potential negative risks, and its
definition should integrate both behavioral characteristics and psychological motiva-
tions.

2.2  Measurement Methods

Currently, the most widely used measurement tool for cyberloafing is the 11-item
behavioral scale developed by Lim (2002), which covers two dimensions: browsing
activities and email activities. The browsing dimension contains eight items (o = 0.85)
mainly assessing the frequency of browsing various non-work-related websites during
working hours; the email dimension contains three items (o0 = 0.90) measuring the
frequency of sending and checking personal emails during work. Later, Lara,
Tacoronte, and Ding (2006) integrated four items from the browsing dimension and
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one item from the email dimension into a five-item single-dimension cyberloafing
questionnaire, with an internal consistency coefficient of 0.847.

3 Antecedents, Effects, and Mechanisms of Cyberloafing

3.1 Antecedents of Cyberloafing

Previous research has extensively discussed the antecedents of cyberloafing at the
individual, leadership, and organizational levels.

At the individual level, the main antecedents include intrinsic psychological factors
and external perceptions. Regarding intrinsic psychology, Cheng et al. (2020) found,
based on various theoretical models and pathways, that perceived overqualification
significantly and positively influences cyberloafing behavior—that is, when employees
perceive themselves as overqualified, they are more likely to engage in cyberloafing’.
Chen et al. (2022), from the perspective of dual-system theory, found that mindfulness
can reduce non-work-related thoughts when using smartphones by enhancing the
functioning of the reflective system and reducing the impulsive system, thereby re-
ducing passive cyberloafing behavior®. In terms of external perceptions, Askew et al.
(2019) used samples of employees and their supervisors from industries such as tele-
communications, law, insurance, government, and information technology, and found
through the lens of the focus theory of normative conduct that when deciding whether
to cyberloaf, employees consider multiple social norms, especially the cyberloafing
behaviors of colleagues and supervisors (descriptive norms), as well as others’ expec-
tations (prescriptive norms)’. When descriptive norms and prescriptive norms are
aligned, cyberloafing behavior is more likely; when descriptive norms outweigh pre-
scriptive norms, cyberloafing is even more prone to occur. A study focusing on Chinese
employees found that workplace loneliness positively correlates with cyberloafing; the
stronger the sense of loneliness employees feel at work, the more likely they are to
cyberloaf.

Leadership behaviors are also important antecedents of cyberloafing. Different
leadership styles and behaviors can promote or inhibit cyberloafing, reflected in both
negative and positive leadership factors. One frequently mentioned negative leadership
antecedent is abusive supervision. Abusive supervision refers to subordinates’ percep-
tions of continuous non-physical mistreatment from supervisors, including insults,
humiliation, privacy invasion, and emotional harm. Agarwal and Avey (2020) found
that abusive supervision leads to emotional exhaustion and psychological contract
breach, prompting employees to engage in cyberloafing during work hours as a form of
emotional retaliation or to preserve psychological resources!®. Lim et al. (2021) found
that abusive supervision does not directly affect cyberloafing but increases emotional
exhaustion, which in turn promotes cyberloafing—a finding that again confirmed this
mechanism!!. Bhattacharjee and Sarkar (2024), based on the stressor-emotion-CWB
(counterproductive work behavior) theory, also found that abusive supervision triggers
negative work-related emotions in employees, which leads them to use cyberloafing to
cope with these negative emotions!?. Regarding positive leadership behaviors, em-
powering leadership, which gives employees autonomy and encourages
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self-decision-making, can enhance employees’ organizational self-esteem and sense of
responsibility, thereby reducing cyberloafing. Participative leadership reduces cyber-
loafing by fulfilling employees’ needs for autonomy and respect through involvement
in decision-making. This effect is stronger for employees with a high need for power, as
participative leadership aligns with their desire for influence. Additionally, supportive
leadership that offers emotional and resource support enhances psychological safety,
further discouraging cyberloafing.

At the organizational level, factors such as job demands, job resources, workplace
ostracism, and environmental uncertainty play significant roles. According to the job
demands-resources model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), the work environment con-
tains both resources that promote employee engagement and demands that cause stress,
which affect cyberloafing differently. Elrehail et al. (2021) found that high job de-
mands positively correlate with cyberloafing behavior. When employees face sustained
high pressure, they often use short-term cyberloafing as a self-regulatory stress relief
mechanism!?. Li et al. (2019), based on stress and coping theory, used a sample of 273
employees to explore the relationship between workplace ostracism and cyberloafing,
finding that workplace ostracism positively predicts cyberloafing. Employees perceive
ostracism as a stressor, using cyberloafing to relieve stress and to preserve or rebuild
resources; the greater the perceived ostracism, the more likely they are to engage in
cyberloafing. A study using the WSR (Wu-Shi-Ren, material-event-human) systems
methodology and job demands-resources theory found that environmental uncertainty
significantly positively influences cyberloafing. Highly uncertain environments disrupt
normal work order and increase work pressure, prompting employees to use cyber-
loafing to relieve stress and replenish self-resources.

In summary, existing studies reveal the multifaceted mechanisms through which
intrinsic psychology, external perceptions, leadership styles and behaviors, and job
resources and demands affect employee cyberloafing. These studies enrich the theo-
retical foundation of cyberloafing and provide important management implications for
organizations. Managers should pay attention to employees’ psychological states and
social perceptions, increase positive leadership behaviors such as empowerment, par-
ticipation, and support, and optimize the work environment by reasonably allocating
job resources and demands, reducing workplace ostracism and environmental uncer-
tainty, to prevent and reduce cyberloafing at its roots and improve organizational
performance and employee well-being.

3.2 Effects of Cyberloafing

Existing literature on cyberloafing includes relatively few discussions of its effects.
The consequences of cyberloafing are clearly dual in nature, encompassing both neg-
ative impacts and potential positive functions. As a complex behavior, cyberloafing
exhibits a typical double-edged sword effect. Wu et al. (2020) showed that social
cyberloafing has dual effects on employees’ psychological health: it can promote
psychological detachment as a resource recovery mechanism, producing positive
psychological health effects, but it can also lead to fatigue as a resource depletion
mechanism, producing negative effects'. She and Li (2023), using samples of senior



Cyberloafing Research Review: Antecedents, Mechanisms, and ... 859

civil servants and state-owned enterprise managers in China, found an inverted
U-shaped relationship between cyberloafing and task performance. Moderate cyber-
loafing helps improve task performance, but too much or too little cyberloafing nega-
tively impacts task performance'®. According to Liu et al. (2020), cyberloafing be-
havior positively influences organizational citizenship behavior through moral guilt;
that is, employees compensate for their guilt by exhibiting organizational citizenship
behaviors. Tsai (2023) found that casual web browsing can stimulate creative thinking,
indirectly enhancing workplace innovation. Additionally, cyberloafing can relieve
work stress (Beri & Anand, 2020), balance work and life (Batabyal & Bhal, 2020), and
help employees refocus on work (Khawaja et al., 2021). However, cyberloafing may
also increase colleagues’ workload, causing dissatisfaction and conflict (Zhang et al.,
2023). In brief, as a form of micro-break, short-term cyberloafing helps restore cogni-
tive resources, spark inspiration and innovation, especially under cognitive fatigue, but
if frequency and duration are uncontrolled, it can lead to declining performance, team
breakdowns, and lower customer satisfaction.

3.3 Mechanisms of Cyberloafing

The occurrence of cyberloafing is not a direct process but is mediated by a series of
psychological processes, mainly including emotional exhaustion, changes in psycho-
logical capital, and changes in organizational self-esteem. Li Xiyuan et al. (2019)
showed that workplace ostracism indirectly promotes cyberloafing by increasing
emotional exhaustion. Emotional exhaustion weakens employees’ work motivation,
making short-term escape a natural choice. Psychological capital (PsyCap) includes
self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience (Luthans et al., 2007). Abusive supervi-
sion erodes employees’ psychological capital, reducing their engagement and ulti-
mately triggering cyberloafing (Agarwal & Avey, 2020). Empowering leadership can
enhance employees’ organizational self-esteem, meaning that employees feel valued
by the organization. High organizational self-esteem can stimulate employees’ sense of
belonging, reducing cyberloafing behavior (Peng et al., 2023).

In addition to mediating mechanisms, the pathways affecting cyberloafing are
moderated by several variables, mainly including organizational commitment, power
distance perception, and time management skills. Lim et al. (2021) pointed out that
high organizational commitment can weaken the positive relationship between emo-
tional exhaustion and cyberloafing. Even when employees experience emotional ex-
haustion, if they have a strong sense of organizational identification, they are less likely
to adopt negative behaviors. Peng et al. (2023) found that under low power distance,
empowering leadership more effectively reduces employees’ cyberloafing, whereas
under high power distance cultures, employees are more inclined to follow traditional
commands, and empowerment may instead cause role ambiguity. She and Li (2023)
found that employees with high time management skills can better arrange mi-
cro-breaks, avoid uncontrolled cyberloafing, and maintain good performance.
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4 Conclusion

Cyberloafing, as an increasingly prevalent informal behavior in highly digitalized
workplaces, has become an important topic in the fields of organizational behavior and
human resource management research. This paper starts from the evolution of defini-
tions and measurement tools, clarifies the conceptual boundaries and quantitative
approaches of cyberloafing in the academic literature, and systematically reviews
relevant empirical studies from the past five years, summarizing its multilevel ante-
cedents, dual effects, and internal psychological mechanisms.

Rather than being a singular counterproductive work behavior, cyberloafing reflects
a complex interaction of individual motivations, organizational contexts, and social
norms. At the individual level, factors such as perceived overqualification, mindful-
ness, and workplace loneliness influence employees’ tendency to cyberloaf. At the
organizational level, leadership styles, institutional frameworks, and team norms col-
lectively shape employees’ attitudes and decisions regarding internet use. While
cyberloafing can undermine focus and performance, under certain conditions it also
serves as a coping mechanism, helping employees regulate emotions, recover psy-
chological resources, and improve subjective well-being. Therefore, it should be un-
derstood as a context-dependent behavior. Managers should avoid blanket prohibitions
and instead adopt nuanced strategies aligned with both organizational goals and em-
ployee needs. Interventions should operate at multiple levels: mindfulness training,
ethical guidance, and time management can enhance self-regulation at the individual
level; supportive, participative leadership and positive feedback can reduce cyber-
loafing by fostering engagement and belonging; at the organizational level, optimizing
job design, allowing reasonable micro-breaks, and creating formal stress relief chan-
nels—alongside transparent and respectful internet use policies—can help mitigate
negative outcomes while stimulating employee vitality and well-being.

Future research should focus on dynamic modeling, multilevel analysis, and cultural
context. By integrating wearable devices, network logs, and experience sampling
methods (ESM), scholars can capture the immediate triggers and recovery patterns of
cyberloafing, revealing its short-term effects on performance and well-being. Research
should also examine how employees navigate behavioral choices within the organiza-
tion-employee-technology triad. Cross-cultural studies are needed to understand how
different value systems shape perceptions and moral judgments of cyberloafing. Lastly,
linking cyberloafing with creativity, micro-breaks, and psychological capital may
clarify its positive roles and support a shift from control to regulation in management.
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