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Abstract

This study was conducted to examine the psychosocial work environment dimensions as predictors of
psychological strain among bank employees specifically bank tellers. The restructuring of financial institutions
exposed banking employees to stressful conditions such as unfeasible sales target, lower salaries, high workload
and job insecurity. These conditions lead to adverse health outcomes. The researcher integrated the effort-reward
imbalance model and the organizational justice model as the psychosocial work environment dimensions that
represent the stressful working condition. Thus, these dimensions were hypothesized to affect psychological
strain in terms of anxiety, depression and social dysfunction. The data was collected quantitatively by
distributing questionnaires to employees in a Malaysian domestic bank. A total number of 306 respondents
participated in this study. The data was analysed by performing structural equation modeling using AMOS 22.
The finding indicates that effort, reward, overcommitment, procedural justice and interactional justice
significantly affect psychological strain. Only effort-reward ratio was not significant in predicting psychological
strain. These findings added the empirical evidence in the stress-strain literature that involves psychosocial work
environment specifically among banking employees in Malaysian context.
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1. Introduction

Banking is one of the sectors that have undergone major growth due to globalization. This is unexceptional in
Malaysia where the banking institutions have to cope with technological advancement, managerial changes and
global competition (Ang et al., 2014). The growth and advancement in banking including automated teller
machine (ATM) usage, retail banking, online banking, debit and credit cards, inter-bank and intra-bank transfer,
insurance policies, loans and trust funds. The changing of working environment by implementing new
technology and new procedure lead to work-related stress among banking employees. As frontline employees,
bank tellers have to deal with the changes in their working environment as well as confronting the customers.
Furthermore, the current banking structure requires bank tellers to possess new skills such as selling and
marketing skills to attract the customers (Khoo, 2012). They experienced intense work stress which will then
lead to various negative outcomes including job dissatisfaction, poor work performances (Spector, 2007; Siti
Aisyah Panatik, 2010).

This research intends to study the contributing factors of psychological strain among bank tellers in terms of
their psychosocial work environment. Psychological strain refers to the psychological reaction caused by long
exposure to work stress (Francis & Barling, 2005). There are several theories that explain the effect of
psychosocial work environment on psychological strain such as job demand-control model (Karasek, 1979), job
demand-resources model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), and effort-reward imbalance model (Siegrist et al., 1996).
The present research utilizes the effort-reward imbalance (ERI) model and the organizational justice model to
extract the elements of stressful psychosocial work environment that predicts psychological strain. The ERI
model posits that the reward received at work should be adequate with the effort spent by the employees
(Karasek, 1979). The perception of inadequacy between the contributed effort and the gained reward resulted in
the employees’ psychological strain. Organizational justice refers to the extent to which employee perceive the
organization is being fair to them (Niehoff & Moorman, 1993). The unfairness in the workplace has been
considered as one types of psychosocial work environment that cause psychological strain (O'Driscoll et al.,
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2010). Thus, the objective of this research is to investigate the effect of psychosocial work environment (i.e.
effort-reward imbalance and organizational justice on psychological strain).

The integration of the effort-reward imbalance model and the organizational justice model as predictor variables
in this research captures a wider range of social context in the working environment. The ERI model covers the
work contract that exists between the employers and their employees (Siegrist, 2009). The inequity of effort
contributed by the employees and reward given by the employers violates the psychological contract between
both parties. The reward distribution proposed by the ERI model also encompasses the job security aspect which
is considered an important issue in the current working environment. In addition to the ERI model, the
organizational justice model is related to organizational procedure in dealing with the employees. The
organizational procedure refers to the perceived quality of managerial process and interpersonal relationship in
the organization (Loi et al., 2011). Previously, the ERI and organizational injustice models were studied
separately in most research. In a research by Kivimaki et al. (2007), the combination of these two stressors is
found to cause greater health outcomes compared to the ERI or organizational injustice models alone. Therefore,
the present research integrates the ERI model and organizational justice model to examine the effect of both
models on psychological strain among the employees. The findings from the integration of ERI and
organizational justice will help to design appropriate intervention strategies to improve employees’ psychological
strain.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Effort-reward Imbalance Model

Effort-reward imbalance is one of the models that explain psychosocial work environment leads to adverse
employee’s health outcomes. This model was introduced by Siegrist et al. (1996) based on reciprocity concept of
social exchange theory. The ERI model postulates that effort spent by the employees at work should be
exchanged with adequate rewards. A failed reciprocity between high effort spent and low reward received will
then lead to negative effect on employee’s health and well-being. There are three components of the ERT model
which effort, reward and overcommitment. Effort-reward imbalance model posited three hypotheses involving
the three components. The hypotheses are as follow:

i.  Extrinsic hypothesis- The imbalance between high effort and low reward (i.e. effort-reward ratio) has
a greater effect on employees’ health and well-being as compared to individual effect of effort and reward
component.

ii.  Intrinsic hypothesis- Overcommitment impairs employees’ health and well-being without considering
the effort-reward condition.

iii. Interaction hypothesis- The interaction between effort-reward mismatch and overcommitment increase
the negative effect on health and well-being.

Effort

The concept of effort is related to the demanding aspects of work such as responsibilities, obligations, datelines
and work interruptions (Kinman & Jones, 2008; Van Vegchel et al., 2005). Effort is spent by an employee to
accomplish the required tasks at work. Therefore, effort is concerned with the concept of job demand that has
been proposed by Karasek (1979). Job demands refers to those physical, psychological, social or organisational
aspects of the job that require sustained physical or psychological (cognitive and emotional) effort and are
therefore associated with certain physiological and psychological costs. Since effort is always refer to the
situational aspects of work (i.e. responsibilities, obligations, datelines and work interruptions), it is often known
as the extrinsic effort (Siegrist, 1999).

Van Vegchel and colleagues (2001) have classified effort into three categories namely psychological demand,
emotional demand and physical demand. Psychological demand usually deals with employee’s mental
determination in completing the job such as working under time pressure and facing job complexity. Emotional
demand is closely related to the affective aspect of job demand. For example, the job requires the employee to
have high emotional quotient such as in confronting clients with counter-productive behaviour. Physical demand
refers to job that involves physical burden and activities such as carrying heavy loads and prolonged awkward
position. Siegrist and colleagues (2004) has suggested physical workload is only suitable for the occupational
groups where physical workloads one of their typical task.

Reward

Reward is the organizational gratification that an employee gained after giving contribution to the organization.
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There are two types of rewards in the organization namely tangible and intangible reward. The examples of
tangible reward are salary increases and job promotion while the intangible rewards can be seen through an
employee’s satisfaction of being treated by the employer. Reward is one of the important aspects to maintain a
healthy workplace. Grawitch and colleagues (2007) has highlighted five sets of healthy workplace practices
including employee recognition programs and policies that provide monetary rewards such as compensation and
bonuses, the celebration of milestones within the organization and nonmonetary rewards such as award giving.

In the ERI model, reward is categorized into three types which are esteem reward, financial reward and
promotion or security prospect (Siegrist et al., 2004). Esteem reward involves the recognition and approval from
the superior and colleagues. Financial reward is related to financial gain received by the employee such as salary,
bonuses and compensation. Promotion or security prospect types of reward refer to the security to stay working
in the current job condition and the probability for job advancement and development by being promoted to
higher level of job.

Effort-reward Ratio

Effort-reward ratio is measured by combining the two dimensions of the ERI model which are effort and reward
construct. This is the central proposition of the ERI model where the ERI model posits that imbalance of the
effort-reward ratio will lead to negative outcomes at work specifically psychological strain (Siegrist et al., 1996).
The effect of effort-reward imbalance on strain in the ERI model is also known as the extrinsic ERI hypothesis.

In the earlier development of ERI, research investigated the impact of high effort-low reward condition on
employees’ physical health mainly cardiovascular disease (Allisey, 2012; Siegrist, 1996). Other physical
consequences of ERI are cellular immunity (Nakata et al., 2011) and obesity (Inoue et al., 2010). The existence
of ERI is also found to significantly predict psychological outcomes at work. Among these outcomes are anxiety,
depressive symptom, perceived stress and mild mental disorder symptoms (Van Vegchel et al., 2005).

Overcommitment

Siegrist (1999) introduced overcommitment as an intrinsic or personal component that influences the perception
of both effort and reward. Overcommitment has been defined as “a set of attitudes, behaviours and emotion that
reflect excessive striving in combination with a strong desire to be approved of and esteemed” (Siegrist, 2001, p.
55). Overcommitted employees exaggerate their effort beyond what is needed in order to gain rewards. In the
ERI model, overcommitment functions as a moderator between high effort and low reward with strain.
Overcommitment is considered as a cognitive-motivational pattern of maladaptive coping with high job demand
which prevents the employee to withdraw from work and obligations (Siegrist et al., 2004).

2.2 Organizational Justice

Another psychosocial determinant of employee health is organizational justice. Organizational justice refers to
the extent to which employee perceive the organization is being fair to them. According to justice theory, an
unfair treatment towards members leads to counter-productive behaviours in a group, including in an
organization (Kenny & MclIntyre, 2005). This research utilized two types of organizational justice namely
procedural justice and interactional justice.

Procedural Justice

Procedural justice is defined as the perceived fairness of the process leading to certain decision or distribution of
outcomes, despite the results of the distribution (Spector, 2007). This type of justice was introduced by Thibaut
& Walker (1975) referring to voice or control an individual have in decision-making process. Leventhal (1976)
has identified eight criteria that contribute to employees’ perception of a decision process. The criteria are
consistency across time, consistency across persons, neutrality, accuracy, correctability, representativeness,
morality and ethicality. Later, Colquitt (2001) pointed out seven criteria which are process control, decision
control, consistent, free of bias, accuracy, correctibility and ethicality.

Procedural justice theory has been widely applied to the workplace, with research finding that employees place
great value on procedural justice (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler et al., 1997). Without fairness in the procedure
executed by the organization, employee will feel threaten. This will then lead to the adverse effects towards the
employee’s health and work outcomes such as organizational commitment (Aizzat Mohd. Nasurdin & Zainal
Ariffin Ahmad, 2001). In addition, procedural justice is not truly instrumental whereby an employee will look
forward a fair procedure even when procedure does not affect the outcomes (Lind et al., 1990; Tyler et al., 1997).

Interactional Justice

Organizational justice researchers developed the notion of interactional justice, defined as the quality of
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interpersonal treatment received during the enactment of organizational procedures (Bies & Moag, 1986). In
general, interactional justice reflects concerns about the fairness of the non-procedurally dictated aspects of
interaction; however, research has identified two subcategories of interactional justice: informational justice and
interpersonal justice (Folger & Cropanzano, 1998). These two subcategories of informational and interpersonal
justice overlap considerably; however, research suggests that they should be considered separately, as each has
differential effects on justice perceptions (Colquitt, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2001). Interactional justice includes
various actions displaying social sensitivity, such as when supervisors treat employees with respect and dignity.

2.3 Conceptual Framework

Predictor variables

Psychosocial Work Environment
Effort-reward Imbalance
» Effort Outcome variables
» Reward
» Overcommitment

» Effort-reward Ratio Psychological Strain

Social Dysfunction

\ 4

Organizational Justice

» Procedural Anxiety/depression

» Interactional

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework

Figure 1 illustrated the conceptual framework of the current research. The predictor in this research is
psychosocial work environment elements that have been postulated in the effort-reward imbalance (ERI) model
and organizational justice model. The psychosocial working environments in these models are related to the
individual, collective and organizational aspects of the occupational activity. In particular, they include work
contract and organizational procedure. The inequity between effort and reward as postulated by the ERI model is
related to work contract that exist between the employers and their employees. Meanwhile, procedural justice
and interactional justice from the organizational justice model are associated with organizational procedure
which involves fair treatment towards an individual employee. Aside from job-related elements specificly effort
and reward, the integration of the individual elements from the ERI model (i.e. overcommitment) and social
elements from organizational justice model draws a comprehensive model of psychosocial work environment
model. Both ERI model and organizational model proposed that the aspects of psychosocial work environment
lead to emotional distress or psychological strain. According to the cognitive theory by Lazarus (1991), cognitive
evaluation of an experienced stressor precedes negative emotional response. Thus, psychological strain is
predicted as the result from cognitive appraisal of stressful psychosocial work environment. In sum, this research
hypothesizes that psychosocial work environment (i.e. effort, reward, effort-reward ratio, overcommitment,
procedural justice, interactional justice) will affect psychological strain.

3. Methodoloogy
3.1 Sample and Procedure

This research employed quantitative data collection method by distributing a set of questionnaires. The research
population involved bank tellers in a local-based bank in Malaysia. This research utilized simple random
sampling method. A total of 306 respondents answered the questionnaires.

3.2 Research Instrument

Effort-reward Imbalance Questionnaire - This research applied the short-version of Effort-reward Imbalance
Questionnaire (Siegrist, 2004) to measure the components of effort-reward imbalance. This short version
consists of 16 items. All of the items showed high realibility with Alpha Cronbach values for effort, reward, and
overcommitment were 0.91, 0.93 and 0.91 respectively. The effort-reward ratio was calculated by placing the
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effort score in the numerator and the reward score in the denominator. The reward score was multiplied by a
correction factor of 0.43 because of an unequal number of items in the numerator and denominator (6/11). A
value close to zero indicates a favourable condition (relatively low effort, relatively high reward), whereas values
beyond 1.0 indicate a critical condition of high costs (efforts) and low gain (rewards). The result of confirmatory
factor analysis showed that the effort-reward imbalance was a three-factor model incorporating effort, reward
and overcommitment with acceptable model fit (X2=286.03, X2/df= 2.98, RMR=0.07, RMSEA= 0.08, CFI=
0.95, GFI=0.89, AIC=366.03, CAIC=554.98). The factor loading of each items ranged from 0.66 to 0.94.

Organizational Justice Scale — The researchers utilized Organizational Justice Scale by Neihoff and Moorman
(1993) to measure both procedural justice and interactional justice. This instrument comprises of consists of
seven items that measure procedural justice and six items that measure interactional justice. The Alpha Cronbach
value for procedural justice was 0.94 while the Alpha Conbach value for interactional justice was 0.98. The
result of confirmatory factor analysis showed that the two-factor model of organizational justice incorporating
procedural justice and interactional justice factors with acceptable model fit (X2=247.63, X2/df=2.91,
RMR=0.05, RMSEA= 0.08, CFI= 0.97, GFI= 0.91, AIC= 317.63, CAIC=482.96). The range of the items factor
loading was 0.72 to 0.95.

General Health Questionnaire-12 — This research measured psychological strain using the 12 items General
Health Questionnaire by Goldberg and Huxley (1988). Psychological strain was divided into two namely
anxiety/depression and social dysfunction as resulted from the confirmatory factor analysis. After conducting the
factor analysis, the two-factor model yielded a good fit (X2=135.46, X2/df=2.88, RMR=0.05, RMSEA= 0.08,
CFI=0.98, GFI= 0.93, AIC= 197.46, CAIC=343.89). All of the items were highly represented the two factors of
anxiety/depression and social dysfuction with factor loading ranging from 0.81 to 0.95. In terms of reliability, the
Alpha Cronbach value for anxiety/depression and social dysfuction were both 0.96.

3.3 Data Analysis

Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) by AMOS 18 was used to test the main effects between variables.
Specifically, the latent analysis in SEM was utilized to test the main effect of psychosocial work environment
dimension on psychological strain.

4. Results
4.1 Demografic Profile

In terms of the demographic profile of the respondents 49.3% were male while 50.7% were female. The ages
ranged from 22-39 years (mean = 30.5, SD = 3.8). Most of the respondents were Muslim (92.8%), followed by,
Hindu (3.3%), Buddha (2.6%) and Christian (1.3%). Their marital status showed that 74.5% of them were
married, 24.2% of them were single and 1.3% of them were divorced. In terms of education, 23.2% of them
obtained SPM, 42.8% STPM, 32.7% diploma, and 1.3% bachelor degree. Most of the respondents recorded job
tenure more than five years (66.0%), followed by three to five years tenure (16.3%), one to three years tenure
(14.4%), and less than 1 year tenure (3.3%). In terms of salary, most of them received salary that ranged from
RM2000 to RM2999 (66.7%) and followed by RM1000 to RM 1999 (33.3).

4.2 Descriptive and Correlational Analysis

Table 1 demonstrates the mean, standard deviation and inter-correlation among the studied variables. Overall, the
results reported moderate levels of effort, reward, overcommitment, procedural justice, interactional justice and
anxiety/depression with the mean value ranged between 2.71 to 3.08. Only the level of social dysfunction was
found low with mean value of 2.91 (considered low for a six-scale measure). The standard deviation value for all
variables ranged from 0.80 to 1.35.

The correlation among the ERI components reported high correlation. Effort-reward ratio showed the strongest
correlation with reward (r=0.831, p<0.01). Procedural justice and interactional justice correlate moderately with
each other. All of the psychosocial work environment dimensions moderately correlate with both
anxiety/depression and social dysfunction. Overall, all the study variables correlated with each other in the
expected direction.
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Table 1. Mean, Standard Deviation and Intercorrelation between the Study Variables (N=3006)

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1 Effort 299 101

2 Reward 2.67 094 -602"

3 Effort-reward Ratio 143 0.89 .7407  -831"

4 Overcommitment 3.04 080 742" -553" 586 -

5 Procedural Justice 271 079 -4517 5687 -5497  -3937 -

6 Interactional Justice ~ 3.08  0.89 -437" 603"  -5417 -4147 603" -

7 Anxiety/depression  3.07 135 6627  -634" 588" 676  -416" -568" -

8 Social Dysfunction 291  1.11 5137  -6177 5587 503"  -508" -5357 7097 -

Note**Significant at p <0.01

4.3 The Effect of Psychosocial Work Environment
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Figure 2. Structural model for the direct effect between psychosocial work environment and psychological strain

Figure 2 illustrates the structural models for the direct effects of psychosocial work environment dimensions (i.e.
effort, reward, effort-reward ratio, overcommitment, procedural justice and interactional justice) on
anxiety/depression and social dysfunction. All of the items showed acceptable factor loading ranging from
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0.66-0.95. The model yielded an acceptable fit with X2=1841.63, X2/df= 2.12, RMR=0.09, RMSEA= 0.06,
CFI= 0.94, GFI= 0.79, AIC= 2087.63, CAIC= 2668.63

Table 2 summarizes the effects of psychosocial work environment dimensions on psychological strain. The
results revealed several significant findings. First, overall, psychosocial work environment contributed 55.3%
towards anxiety/depression and 41.7% towards social dysfunction. Second, effort and effort-reward ratio were
only significant to positively affect anxiety/depression but not significant on social dysfunction. Thus, higher
level of effort and effort-reward ratio increases the level of anxiety/depression. Third, reward, procedural justice
and interactional justice showed significant negative effects on both anxiety/depression and social dysfunction.
Hence, higher level of reward, procedural justice and interactional justice decrease the level of
anxiety/depression and social dysfunction. Fourth, overcommitment was found to positively affected
anxiety/depression and social dysfunction. Therefore, the employees with higher level of overcommitment suffer
greater anxiety/depression and social dysfunction. In sum, the results partially supported the research hypothesis
where only several dimensions of psychosocial work environment affected the two dimensions of psychological
strain.

Table 2. Effects of psychosocial work environment dimensions on psychological strain

Structural Path B S.E. C.R. R’
Effort —Anxiety/Depression 289%* 133 3.319 .553
Reward — Anxiety/Depression ~.250%* 131 -2.749
Effort/reward Ratio — Anxiety/Depression -.179%* 173 -1.655
Overcommitment —Anxiety/Depression 288** 116 4.161

Procedural Justice — Anxiety/Depression -.058 .086 946

Interactional Justice —Anxiety/Depression =291 %* .080 -5.122

Effort —Social Depression .100 120 1.051 417
Reward — Social Depression -.260%** 120 -2.494
Effort/reward Ratio — Social Depression -.036 158 -.299
Overcommitment— Social Depression 157* .104 2.096

Procedural Justice — Social Depression -.138* .079 -2.251
Interactional Justice — Social Depression -.202%* .072 -3.232

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The aim of this study is to investigate the effect of psychosocial work environment on psychological strain by
investigating the effort-reward imbalance and organizational justice components. The findings indicated that
effort-reward imbalance and organizational justice components exhibits significant effect on employees’
psychological strain. These significant effects supported that psychological strain are predicted by a wider range
of social context rather than focusing only on the give and gain reciprocity experienced by the employees. The
effect of ERI model and organizational justice model complement each other as the predictors of strain
(Kivimaki et al., 2007).

The extrinsic hypothesis of the ERI model was not fully supported in this study since the effect of effort-reward
ratio was only significant on anxiety/depression but not on social dysfunction. This finding suggested that the
adequacy of organizational reward for the effort spent at work is not necessarily important to employees. A
plausible explanation for this is the employees might posses a high level of a certain characteristics that could
reduce the effect of effort-reward imbalance on health and well-being such as self-reliance and self-efficacy
(Siegrist, 2002). In addition, the individual effect of reward on psychological strain indicated that sufficient
reward itself is vital to prevent unhealthy outcomes whether the effort was highly spent or not. This might be due
to the present economic condition that comprehends the soaring of living costs, the power of social recognition
and the limited job opportunity. .

Furthermore, effort individually showed a significant positive effect on anxiety/depression but not on social
dysfunction. This finding can be supported by the research conducted by Siti Aisyah Panatik (2010) which found
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job demand significantly affected anxiety/depression but not social dysfunction. The concept of effort is similar
to job demand characteristic in the Job Demand Control Model where effort represented the demanding aspects
of work such as time pressure and workload. Due to banking restructuring nowadays, employees have another
role as customer service representative. Instead of just performing traditional clerical work in the bank branch,
they also have to contribute with the sales of the banking products such as insurance policy and trust funds
(Khoo, 2012).

The finding of overcommitment that significantly contributed to anxiety/depression and social dysfuction
supported the intrinsic hypothesis of the ERI model. The intrinsic of ERI model proposed overcommitment as a
personal characteristic that directly affected health and well-being (Siegrist, 2001). Overcommitment represents
the need for control over the environment (Siegrist, 1999). The inclusion of overcommitment distinguish ERI
model from othe psychosocial work environment measures. In working context, employees with high
overcommitment tend to exaggerate their effort even when they are not on the job (Siegrist, 2001). The failure to
withdraw from work by overcommitted employees resulted in adverse physical and psychological health whether
(Silva & Barreto, 2010; Preckel et al., 2007; Tsutsumi & Kawakami, 2004).

The significant effects of both organizational components on anxiety/depression and social dysfunction
corroborated previous research findings. Employees who were exposed to organizational injustice reported
higher level of psychological strain (Francis & Barling, 2005). Since strain is the reaction of stress,
organizational justice might affect psychological strain through prolonged stress (Elovainio et al., 2013). This
finding is relevant to the literature on the effects of organizational justice on mental health. Low procedural
justice and low interactional justice was found to be associated with major depressive episodes (Inoue et al.,
2013) and absences due to mental sickness (Elovainio et al., 2013)

The strength of this research is the integration of the ERI model and organizational justice model to predict
psychological strain. ERI components incorporated with procedural and interactional justice provide a wider
picture of psychosocial work environment. These components cover the social contract between the bank and the
employees, the management procedure, the superior-teller interaction as well as individual difference which
potentially risks tellers’ strain. The limitation of this study is the cross-sectional research design whereby the
researcher could not investigate the long term effect of the predictors on psychological strain. Future research
should explore more psychosocial work environment components that might affect employee’s health and
well-being. Besides that, future researcher may conduct longitudinal or mixed method research on the same topic
to obtain a more in-depth finding. In conclusion, this study provides insight on the psychological work
environment research that investigates ERI and organizational justice components as risk factors of
psychological strain; specifically among bank employees in Malaysian setting.

In conclusion, this research revealed the role of psychosocial work environment as the predictor to employees’
psychological strain. The integration of the ERI model and organizational model represent a broader range of
psychosocial factors in the organization. Additional research is needed to support the current research findings in
other sectors as well as to study other psychosocial factors as potential predictors of psychological strain.
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