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Chapter 10
Emotional Exhaustion and Psychosocial
Work Factors

Minna Helkavaara

10.1 Introduction

The structure of age groups in western countries will change in the future. Birth
rates are declining, which results in a situation where the number of older people is
growing while the number of younger people is decreasing. This structure of society
will be reflected in working life. In the future, people will have to work longer.
Even though the lifespan has grown and people stay healthier to an older age,
there is still a huge number of people who leave working life before the retirement
age. There are many reasons for this, personal as well as medical, but one reason for
the untimely termination of employment is burnout. One of our challenges in the
future will be how to prevent burnout and improve employees’ well-being.
Burnout develops as a prolonged response to long-term emotional and inter-
personal stressors, which appear repeatedly in the employees’ work environment.
Burnout is a syndrome that is characterized by three dimensions. These dimensions
are emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and reduced personal accomplishment (Maslach
et al. 2001). Exhaustion represents the strain dimension of burnout. It refers to feel-
ings of being overextended and depleted of one’s emotional as well as physical
resources. Cynicism represents the interpersonal context dimension of burnout and
it refers to a negative attitude toward work and toward the recipients of one’s service.
Professional inefficacy represents a self-evaluation dimension of burnout and it
refers to feelings of insufficiency and lack of competence at work (Maslach and
Leiter 2008). It is widely agreed that burnout develops gradually and that emotional
exhaustion is the core dimension of burnout. Exhaustion has synchronous associa-
tions with cynicism, whereas reduced personal accomplishment has more complex
associations with the two other dimensions of burnout. In some studies personal
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accomplishment is rather an independent dimension of burnout, but in others it has
direct associations with exhaustion and cynicism (Golembiewski et al. 1986; Lee
and Ashforth 1996; Maslach and Leiter 2008; Taris et al. 2005).

When considering the development of burnout, it is also relevant to consider
gender differences. The onset of burnout can be different for men and women and
the early signs of burnout can differ too (Maslach and Leiter 2008). Several studies
have found that women experience slightly more emotional exhaustion than men,
whereas men are more cynical than women (Purvanova and Muros 2010; Lindeberg
et al. 2011; Houkes et al. 2011).

It is significant to identify early signs of burnout and add to our knowledge
about the factors that may contribute to burnout among employees. As exhaustion
is the key component of burnout, it is vital to understand which factors in the work
environment might promote exhaustion. The central aim of this chapter is to ana-
lyze associations between emotional exhaustion and the psychosocial work envi-
ronment. In this chapter the author will refer to the findings of some of the studies
that are related to the psychosocial work environment and emotional exhaustion.
In these studies the study population consists of middle-aged employees. The ages
of the subjects vary between 35 and 65 in the most of the studies. Younger age groups
are included only in studies defining the phenomenon of bullying in the workplace.
These studies include the age group 18-34 years. In studies on the association
between bullying and employees’ health the mean age of the study population varies
from 40 to 50 years.

10.2 Psychosocial Work Environment

Karasek (1979) has described two key components of the psychosocial work envi-
ronment. These two components are job demands and job decision latitude. Job
demands act as a psychological stressor at work, while decision latitude focuses
on the employee’s decision authority and skill discretion. According to Karasek’s
job strain model, jobs can be classified into four types:

1. High-strain jobs, where the demands of the job are high and the employee’s deci-
sion latitude is low. These are the highest-risk jobs for psychological strain and
physical illness.

2. Active jobs, where the demands of the job are high and the employee’s control over
the job is high. Active jobs can be demanding, but employees have control over the
tasks and the autonomy to use the skills that are needed. These jobs are associated
with only an average level of psychological strain.

3. Low-strain jobs, where the demands of the job are low and the decision latitude
is high. The employee has a high level of authority relative to the strain level,
which allows the employee to respond optimally to the job’s challenges.

4. Passive jobs, where the demands are low and the decision latitude is low. These
jobs are associated with only an average level of psychological strain and physical
illness.
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Active jobs are optimal for the employee’s motivation, learning, and engagement.
According to several studies, high-strain jobs with high demands and low decision
latitude are prospective risk factors for common mental health disorders, i.e., mild
to moderate depression and anxiety disorders (Stansfeld and Candy 2006), as well
as for emotional exhaustion (de Jonge et al. 2000; Lindeberg et al. 2011).

Many studies have used the job strain model, as described above with the four
stress categories. When these two key components, job demands and job control,
have been examined separately, it has been found that job demands are associated
with high levels of emotional exhaustion (Demerouti et al. 2001; Jourdain and
Chénevert 2010), whereas associations between emotional exhaustion and job
control have been found to be weaker and more complicated (de Jonge et al. 2000).

Karasek’s job demand—control model has also been criticized because it does
not take into account the social context of the workplace. Johnson and Hall
(1988) added a third dimension to this model known as occupational social
support. This third dimension was added after it had been noted that support
received from supervisors or colleagues acted as a buffer against the harmful
effects of high job demands and low job control (Johnson and Hall 1988; Karasek
and Theorell 1990). This job demand—control-support model is also known as
the “iso-strain” model. Lindeberg et al. (2011) measured the independent asso-
ciations of high job demands, low job control, and low social support as emotional
exhaustion. Of the three dimensions studied, low social support had the strongest
independent association with emotional exhaustion among men and women
(Lindeberg et al. 2011).

In our study (Helkavaara et al. 2011), we examined the associations between
each of the three psychosocial work factors (job decision latitude, organizational
justice, and the presence of bullying in the workplace) and emotional exhaustion.
The participants in the study were employees of the City of Helsinki, which is the
biggest employer in Finland, with nearly 40,000 employees. The age of the partici-
pants ranged from 40 to 60 years. Participants completed the Emotional Exhaustion
Subscale of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) (Maslach and Jackson 1981)
and the job control dimension from Karasek’s (1979) demand—control model.
Organizational justice was measured using two subscales. These subscales measured
relational and procedural justice. One question asked whether the employee had
observed bullying in the workplace. The questionnaire also included 18 questions
measuring physical work factors.

First, we calculated the prevalence data for emotional exhaustion with indepen-
dent variables, which were age, occupational classes, job control, organizational
justice, and observing bullying in the workplace. Second, we used logistic regres-
sion analysis to examine the association between psychosocial work factors as
well as other independent variables and emotional exhaustion. We conducted all
analyses separately for men and women. Among women, job control had the
weakest association with emotional exhaustion when all three psychosocial work
factors were mutually adjusted. Among men, job control lost its significance after
mutual adjustment for the three psychosocial work factors, and our results sug-
gested that low job decision latitude is interrelated with the other two psychosocial
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work factors, organizational injustice and the presence of bullying in the workplace.
This is in line with previous studies in which it was found that job control affects
job strain through justice evaluations (Elovainio et al. 2001). A high level of job
control seems to indicate more favorable evaluations of procedural and relational
justice. This, in turn, mediates the influence on health (Elovainio et al. 2001). Our
results also suggested that the predictive value of job control for exhaustion among
men is not as strong as it is, for example, for coronary heart disease. Associations
between low job decision latitude and risks of coronary heart disease have been
established in several studies (e.g., Theorell and Karasek 1996; Bosma et al. 1998).
Low job control was a risk factor for emotional exhaustion only among women.
Of the three psychosocial work factors studied it was the weakest for both genders
(Helkavaara et al. 2011).

10.3 Organizational Justice

Organizational justice refers to the fairness of employee treatment by an organiza-
tional system (Elovainio et al. 2009) and is relevant when employees determine
whether or not they have been treated fairly in their jobs and in other work-related
variables. Four sources of organizational justice are acknowledged:

1. Procedural justice refers to the fairness of the decision-making procedures within
the organization.

2. Distributive justice relates to the outcome for the employee and to the fairness of
the outcome compared with the input of the employee.

3. Interpersonal justice refers to the fairness of the treatment of the employee by the
supervisors.

4. Informational justice focuses on the information given to the employee about
why certain procedures were followed (Colquitt et al. 2001).

There has been discussion about the dimensionality of organizational justice.
In this chapter studies are presented that have used organizational justice scales with
four dimensions, with two dimensions or a combined scale.

It has been argued that fairness confirms a employee’s self-worth and communi-
cates respect for the employee (Maslach et al. 2001). Lack of justice is associated
with low self-esteem and social isolation (Tyler et al. 1996). Fair and respectful treat-
ment by the authorities communicates feelings of pride and respect in return. These
feelings are in turn related to self-esteem, feelings of obligation to the authorities,
and a willingness to help the group beyond what is required (Tyler et al. 1996).

Recent studies have established that organizational justice is not only associated
with emotions and behavior, it is also associated with employees’ health. Kivimaki
et al. (2004) found that low relational justice predicted decreasing health among
male and female employees. Low relational justice was also associated with long
spells of sick leave among both genders. Especially among women, relational
injustice seemed to be a strong predictor of long sick leave (Head et al. 2007).
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Among men, low organizational justice was clearly associated with chronic pain
(Saastamoinen et al. 2009). Organizational injustice may also intensify the effect of
poor health on the retirement intentions of middle-aged employees (Heponiemi
et al. 2008).

Disturbed sleep is a marker of prolonged stress, which is suggested to be a com-
mon indicator of prolonged negative emotional states and related physiological
changes (Espie 2002). In a longitudinal study, long-term exposure to low organiza-
tional justice predicted sleeping problems even 10-16 years later among men and
women (Elovainio et al. 2009). Exposure to organizational justice was measured at
two time-points and sleep problems were measured at three time-points, which
enabled a prospective study of the long-term effects of organizational justice on
sleep problems to be conducted. Other potential confounders in the relationship
between perceived organizational injustice and sleep problems are depressive symp-
toms and obesity. These potential confounders were also adjusted for, but they did
not help to explain the justice effect (Elovainio et al. 2009).

Alack of justice is associated with burnout in two ways. First, a lack of fair treat-
ment is emotionally upsetting and exhausting. Second, the unfair treatment acceler-
ates feelings of cynicism about the workplace (Maslach et al. 2001). Cynicism refers
to distancing, negative or insensitive responses to the various aspects of the job
(Maslach et al. 2001; Maslach and Leiter 2008).

In our study, low organizational justice was strongly associated with emotional
exhaustion (Helkavaara et al. 2011). Maslach and Leiter (2008) found that organi-
zational justice is a key factor in predicting future burnout in employees.

Based on previous studies, organizational justice and fair treatment of employees
are central to planning ways of promoting employees’ health. However, it is impor-
tant to notice that organizational justice is quite a novel psychosocial work factor in
health research and it is obvious that more studies on this issue are needed. It is
important to study organizational justice within a broader framework of psychoso-
cial work factors (Sutinen et al. 2002; Helkavaara et al. 2011) and more longitudinal
settings are also needed (Maslach and Leiter 2008).

10.4 Bullying in the Workplace

Workplace bullying is a severe problem in organizations. The prevalence of bullying
depends on the definition of bullying and on the study population, but studies from
different countries show that workplace bullying is a prevalent problem in different
organizations all around the world (Zapf et al. 2003). Based on studies from
European countries it is possible to estimate that about 5-10 % of the working pop-
ulation is subjected to workplace bullying (Kivimaiki et al. 2000; Vartia 2001; Ortega
et al. 2009; Niedhammer et al. 2009).

There is no generally accepted definition of workplace bullying, but it is com-
monly agreed that workplace bullying refers to situations in which the individual
(or a few individuals) is subjected to frequent and long-lasting hostile acts, unethical
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communication like rumors, threats or persistent criticism, and behavior that is
annoying and oppressing. The individual is pushed into a defenseless position and
is held there by continuous bullying or mobbing activities (Leymann 1996).
Workplace bullying by colleagues may include for example isolating and ignoring
the individual, laughing and gossiping about the individual’s personal matters, and
refusing to talk or listen to the individual. Management may bully by giving the
individual meaningless work tasks or by not giving any work tasks at all, by attack-
ing the individual verbally regarding work tasks, or by silencing the individual or
forbidding the individual to talk to others. Bullying may also include verbal and
physical threats, physical attacks, and sexual harassment (Leymann 1996). This
definition of bullying excludes temporary work conflicts (Leymann 1996). A salient
point when defining workplace bullying is the frequency and duration of the acts.

It has been argued that serious interpersonal problems at work could have more
serious and negative consequences for an individual compared with the same kind
of problems outside of work (Bolger et al. 1989). Recent studies have shown that
bullying is associated with many kinds of problems with employees’ well-being.
Bullying has been found to be associated with psychosomatic complaints and somatic
symptoms (Zapf et al. 1996; Niedl 1996), sleep disturbances (Niedhammer et al.
2009), and depressive symptoms (Niedhammer et al. 2006). Bullying has also been
found to be associated with an increase in sick leave (Kivimaéki et al. 2000), and to be
more strongly associated with medically certified sick leave than with self-certified
absence. It has been suggested that medically certified sick leave might be a more
accurate measure of employees’ health than self-certified sick leave. Self-certified
sick leave may also reflect voluntary absenteeism, especially in shorter spells of sick
leave, where the influence of work satisfaction is an important factor in sick leave, as
well as employees’ health status (Marmot et al. 1995; Hensing et al. 1998).

Hansen et al. (2011) found that frequent bullying was associated with lower sali-
vary cortisol compared with the nonbullied group. Cortisol is a natural energy-
releasing hormone with a distinct daily rhythm. The physiological effect of cortisol
is to help the organism to maintain homeostasis under conditions of stress (Heim
et al. 2000). Cortisol is highest in the morning and decreases to the lowest point in
the evening (Hansen et al. 2011). The regulation of cortisol can be disturbed in
different ways, for example, cortisol can be high over a longer period or the curve
of cortisol may be “flat” (i.e., cortisol is low in the morning and in the evening)
(Chrousos 2009). A lower concentration of cortisol in the morning among bullied
employees could indicate that their energy level is lower than that of nonbullied
employees (Hansen et al. 2006).

Workers who are frequently bullied also reported more mental health symptoms.
A lower concentration of cortisol has been previously found within individuals with
post-traumatic stress disorder (Yehuda et al. 1996). It has also been found among
healthy individuals who have been exposed to chronic stress in their living conditions
as well as among patients with several bodily disorders, such as burnout with phys-
ical complaints, chronic fatigue syndrome, and fibromyalgia, which is a syndrome
characterized by chronic and widespread musculoskeletal pain, sleep disturbances,
fatigue, and some psychological impairment like depression (see Heim et al. 2000
for an overview). These results regarding physiological responses among frequently
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bullied individuals support the self-reported mental health problems among those
who are frequently bullied. Bullying is also associated with higher levels of job
stress and burnout and lower levels of job satisfaction (Einarsen et al. 1998; Bowling
and Beehr 2006).

Social climate is defined as the personality of a setting or environment (Moos
1994). Social climate is considered to consist of components defined as a set of
organizational characteristics that are relatively stable and differentiate between
organizations. These also influence the behaviors of organization members (Duxbury
et al. 1982). Bullying reflects the social climate at the organization. An organization
in which bullying occurs is a stressful place to work, not only for those being bul-
lied, but also for those who observe bullying. It has been found that observers of
bullying reported more general stress and mental stress reactions than those employed
in a workplace where there was no bullying (Vartia 2001). Saastamoinen et al. (2009)
found that observing bullying was associated with acute pain in women, whereas in
our study (Helkavaara et al. 2011) observing bullying was strongly associated with
emotional exhaustion in men and women. Repeatedly observing bullying in the
workplace was the strongest predictor of emotional exhaustion in both genders.

Through increased rates of sick leave bullying causes a high financial burden for
organizations and for society (Kiviméki et al. 2000). When considering the costs
caused by workplace bullying, in addition to the direct costs of sick leave, it is also
important to take into account the indirect costs, which cause premature termination
of employment and lost productivity of employees (Kessler et al. 2008). These
studies have confirmed that bullying is a threat to the psychological as well as to the
physiological well-being of bullied employees and also to those who observe bullying.
Bullying is a strong risk factor for emotional exhaustion and future burnout.

In the future, organizations should take into account all the problems that bully-
ing causes and focus on reducing bullying. This would help the well-being of the
victims and those who observe bullying. It would also produce financial benefits for
organizations through less sick leave (Kivimaéki et al. 2000) and better work ability
and work engagement.

10.5 Conclusion

This chapter covers psychosocial work factors that are associated with emotional
exhaustion among middle-aged men and women. When considering the results of
different studies presented in this chapter, it is relevant to bear in mind that the onset
of burnout can differ between men and women. These gender differences may
explain some of the results of the studies in which psychosocial work factors have
different kinds of associations with emotional exhaustion in men and women.

Regardless of gender differences, there are many psychosocial work factors that
are associated with emotional exhaustion for both genders. These factors, such as
job demands, organizational justice, and bullying in the workplace should all be
taken into account in the future when planning ways of preventing burnout and
improving employees’ well-being.
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