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Organizations play a key role in maintaining employee wellbeing. Some research

suggests that one way to protect employee wellbeing is to treat them fairly (procedural

justice), especially when fair job outcomes (distributive justice) cannot be ensured. Yet,

previous studies have not consistently found this interaction effect between distributive

and procedural justice. This study investigates job autonomy as a boundary condition to

the Distributive Justice × Procedural Justice effect on wellbeing outcomes. To test our

hypothesized three-way interaction between distributive justice, procedural justice, and

job autonomy, we collected cross-sectional data among Dutch employees in two studies.

We used validated self-report measures of our core constructs to test our hypothesis on

two employee wellbeing indicators: job satisfaction and emotional exhaustion. Results

show a significant three-way interaction effect on both job satisfaction and emotional

exhaustion in Study 1 (N = 411), and a significant three-way interaction effect on

emotional exhaustion in Study 2 (N = 1117). Simple slopes analyses of the significant

three-way interactions showed that distributive justice and procedural justice interact

to predict wellbeing outcomes among employees with low job autonomy. Among

employees with high job autonomy, distributive justice and procedural justice do not

interact to predict wellbeing. The results contribute to the employee wellbeing literature

by showing that job autonomy is a boundary condition to the Distributive Justice ×

Procedural Justice effect on wellbeing outcomes. We discuss other implications of

our findings for the workplace and the ramifications for employees with low and high

job autonomy.

Keywords: distributive justice, procedural justice, job autonomy, job satisfaction, emotional exhaustion

INTRODUCTION

Organizations play a significant role in maintaining the wellbeing of their employees. One of
the most predominant ways in which organizations affect wellbeing is through organizational
justice (see, e.g., Cohen-Charash and Spector, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2001, 2013; Robbins et al.,
2012). In particular, two antecedents of justice in organizations are often distinguished: distributive
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justice (the fairness of outcomes as perceived by employees)
and procedural justice (the fairness of procedures as perceived
by employees). Research shows that these types of justice
judgments affect wellbeing outcomes; for instance, perceiving to
be underpaid (i.e., low distributive justice) increases levels of
stress (Greenberg, 2006), while having an opportunity to voice
opinions about decision-making processes (i.e., high procedural
justice) decreases levels of stress (Brotheridge, 2003).

While there is continuing interest in the relationship between
distributive justice, procedural justice, and employee wellbeing
(Sheeraz et al., 2021), recent work has mostly focused on the
main effects of these forms of justice on wellbeing outcomes
(e.g., Bakotić and Bulog, 2021). Yet, one intriguing finding
in the organizational justice literature is that distributive
and procedural justice interact to influence a broad range
of organizational outcomes (for overviews, see Brockner and
Wiesenfeld, 1996, 2005; Brockner, 2011). This interaction is
often described as a buffering interaction effect; that is, high
procedural justice buffers the negative effects of low distributive
justice. This interaction effect indicates that organizations can
reduce the negative effects of unfair outcomes on wellbeing by
increasing procedural justice; for instance, to minimize stress,
organizations could provide voice to employees when outcomes
are unfair (Vermunt and Steensma, 2003; Brockner, 2011).
As organizations have significant control over the fairness of
procedures, understanding the nature of this interaction effect on
employee wellbeing outcomes could increase the organization’s
ability to support employees’ welfare.

Despite the important conceptual and practical contribution
of the Distributive Justice × Procedural Justice interaction to
the employee wellbeing literature (Brockner, 2011), few studies
have tested this interaction effect on wellbeing outcomes (for
reviews, see Vermunt and Steensma, 2005; Brockner, 2011).
Furthermore, in those few studies that did test the interaction
effect, the interaction has failed to consistently materialize:
While some papers found a significant interaction on wellbeing
outcomes such as job satisfaction (Fields et al., 2000) and
emotional exhaustion (Tepper, 2001), other studies did not
find this interaction effect on similar outcomes (McFarlin and
Sweeney, 1992; Fischer et al., 2014). One explanation for this
inconsistency is that there are boundary conditions to the effect
that are currently not fully understood. Identifying boundary
conditions of the effect is important because it helps explain why
fair procedures buffer against the negative consequences of unfair
outcomes. From a practical perspective, because employees often
experience injustice, knowing when the interaction materializes
will help organizations safeguard employees’ wellbeing at work
by understanding better when it is especially important to ensure
that processes are fair.

In this paper, we propose that the extent to which employees
can make autonomous decisions in their job is a boundary
condition to the Distributive Justice × Procedural Justice
interaction on wellbeing. We focus on job autonomy. This
concept (often also referred to as job control; Karasek, 1979) is
a core construct in job wellbeing literature with well-established
benefits for wellbeing outcomes (e.g., Humphrey et al., 2007).
Previous research showed that job autonomy attenuates the

negative consequences of distributive injustice (Haar and Spell,
2009) and procedural injustice (Rousseau et al., 2009), suggesting
that having high levels of job autonomy protects employees’
wellbeing when they are confronted with unfair outcomes or
unfair procedures. Yet, some jobs are characterized by low levels
of autonomy—examples include machine operators, assemblers,
clerks, and cashiers (Vidal, 2013). Additionally, low autonomous
jobs also tend to be low-wage jobs (Vidal, 2013), making it
more likely for employees in these jobs to experience low
distributive justice.While organizational justice research suggests
that procedural justice can buffer the negative consequences of
distributive injustice, it is unclear to what extent employees with
low levels of job autonomy may benefit from fair procedures.
We will argue that the Distributive Justice × Procedural Justice
interaction is more likely to emerge for employees who have low,
rather than high job autonomy. In developing our theoretical
reasoning, we take inspiration from the literature on wellbeing.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND
HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT

The Distributive × Procedural Justice
Interaction and Employee Wellbeing
Wellbeing typically refers to an employee’s work satisfaction and
state of mental and physical health (Danna and Griffin, 1999).
Research on the job demand-control (JDC) model (Karasek,
1979) shows that employee wellbeing is affected by the joint
effects of two work elements: job demands and job control
(Karasek, 1979; Theorell and Karasek, 1996). Job demands refer
to stressors in the job and work environment, such as a high
workload or workplace conflicts, that require employees to
exert effort and engage in action to respond to these demands
(Karasek, 1979). When employees experience high job demands,
they are more likely to experience stress and strain, which
negatively impacts their wellbeing (Gonzalez-Mulé et al., 2021).
Job autonomy or job control (e.g., Karasek, 1979) refers to the
extent to which employees have freedom, independence, and
personal discretion to carry out their work (Breaugh, 1985).

The central tenet of the JDC model is that the combination
of job demands and job control predicts wellbeing outcomes.
One important joint effect is the buffer effect (Gonzalez-Mulé
et al., 2021); job control buffers against the negative effects
of job demands on wellbeing. Poor wellbeing is more likely
when employees experience high demands in combination with
low job control. That is, having low control decreases an
employee’s ability to cope with job demands (Karasek, 1979).
However, when employees have more control over the way they
respond to stressors they are, overall, better equipped to resolve
job demands.

We note here that the literature on organizational justice
proposes a similar process with respect to how people respond
to experiences of distributive and procedural justice (Brockner,
2011). Specifically, similar to how appropriate levels of job
control buffer against high job demands or other stressors
(Karasek, 1979), so can procedural justice buffer against the
stressor of distributive injustice. As explained by equity theory
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(Adams, 1965), unfair outcomes constitute a direct personal
loss to the person who is disadvantaged and creates tension
and dissatisfaction. This claim is supported by research showing
that unfair outcomes invoke discrete negative emotions, such
as anger (Weiss et al., 1999), and also, more broadly, negative
affect (Colquitt et al., 2013). Distributive injustice can therefore
be viewed as a stressor that may lead to poor wellbeing, especially
when control or autonomy is low (for a meta-analysis, see
Robbins et al., 2012).

One way in which procedural justice may buffer against the
stressor of distributive injustice is by supporting a feeling of
control (Thibaut and Walker, 1975; Judge and Colquitt, 2004).
In their instrumental model of procedural justice, Thibaut and
Walker (1975) argued that process control is key to procedural
justice. That is, people desire to have control over the processes
by which decisions are made, and processes are seen as more fair
when some control can be exercised. This instrumental model
of procedural justice, therefore, suggests that when processes are
fair, employees are less affected by the stressor of unfair outcomes
as they perceive some control over future outcomes.

A few studies show that distributive justice and procedural
justice interact to affect or predict different indicators of
employee wellbeing in the direction that is hypothesized by
the JDC model (for a review, see Brockner, 2011). For
instance, Tepper (2001) found that employees experiencing
unfair outcomes reported the highest levels of depression,
anxiety, and emotional exhaustion when procedures were also
unfair. In other words, experiencing a job stressor (such as
low levels of distributive justice) combined with perceiving little
control (such as is the case when people experience low levels of
procedural justice) is likely to lead to the lowest levels of employee
wellbeing. In contrast, perceiving some control (such as higher
levels of procedural justice) may well buffer against the stressor
of unfair outcomes. Fields et al. (2000) indeed showed that the
combination of low procedural and distributive justice predicted
the lowest levels of job satisfaction, while high procedural justice
weakened the negative effect of low distributive justice on job
satisfaction. In the present paper we build on these insights
to propose that the Distributive Justice × Procedural Justice
interaction on wellbeing-related outcomes is more pronounced
among employees with low (vs. high) job autonomy.

The Role of Job Autonomy
Following the logic of the buffering effect in the JDC model
(Karasek, 1979; Gonzalez-Mulé et al., 2021), we argue that job
autonomy mitigates the effects of stressors (i.e., demands), such
as distributive injustice, and compensates for low process control,
such as resulting from procedural injustice. Previous research
showing that high (vs. low) job autonomy protects against the
effect of low (vs. high) distributive justice (Haar and Spell, 2009),
and low (vs. high) procedural justice (Rousseau et al., 2009),
supports this expectation.

We extend this prior research that has looked at the role
of job autonomy in effects of distributive or procedural justice
in isolation by arguing that low job autonomy increases the
importance of procedural justice when distributive justice is low.
Employees with low job autonomy have less control over the way

they respond to stressors encountered at work (Bakker et al.,
2005), such as unfair outcomes. As procedural justice makes
outcomes feel more controllable and predictable (Thibaut and
Walker, 1975), employees with low job autonomy (i.e., with low
job control) may rely more on procedural justice to cope with
low distributive justice. Work by Van Prooijen (2009) supports
this expectation by showing that people with low levels of
autonomy rely more on procedural justice judgments than those
with high levels of autonomy. In other words, when employees
with low job autonomy are confronted with unfair outcomes,
high procedural justice leads them to perceive some control that
helps them cope with the stressor of such outcomes. Employees
with high job autonomy need to rely less on procedural justice
when they are confronted with unfair outcomes because job
autonomy provides them more control over the way that they
respond to and cope with these demands (Karasek, 1979; Bakker
et al., 2005). Thus, we expect that the Distributive Justice ×

Procedural Justice interaction emerges for employees with low
levels of job autonomy and not for employees with high levels of
job autonomy.

As indirect support that job autonomy may moderate the
Distributive Justice × Procedural Justice interaction, previous
work shows that this interaction effect is especially pronounced
among organization members in lower power and status
positions (Chen et al., 2003; Blader and Chen, 2012; Bianchi et al.,
2015; Van Dijke et al., 2019), who may also experience lower
autonomy. Yet, job autonomy and power are distinct constructs.
Job autonomy refers to the extent to which employees have
control over their work and therefore the ability to respond to
job demands (Karasek, 1979), while power refers to controlling
the outcomes of others (Lammers et al., 2016). Furthermore,
the effect of power is often explained in terms of trust: those in
lower power positions rely on justice to judge whether those in
higher power positions can be trusted to not abuse their power
(e.g., Bianchi et al., 2015; Van Dijke et al., 2019). In contrast,
the current study focuses on employees’ control over how and
when to respond to the demands of injustice. Taken together, our
reasoning leads to the following hypothesis:

Employee’s job autonomy moderates the interaction effect of

distributive and procedural justice on job wellbeing such that the

Distributive Justice× Procedural Justice interaction will be stronger

when employee’s job autonomy is low (vs. high).

STUDY OVERVIEW

We tested the hypothesized three-way interaction of distributive
justice, procedural justice, and job autonomy on two different
but related indicators of employee wellbeing: job satisfaction
and emotional exhaustion. Job satisfaction is a common
operationalization of work-related wellbeing (Danna and Griffin,
1999), and a commonly used outcome in organizational
justice research. Emotional exhaustion, a key component of
burnout (Maslach and Jackson, 1981), is characterized by feeling
emotionally drained and mentally fatigued. It is therefore
considered an important factor in employees’ wellbeing. Previous
work has suggested that emotional exhaustion is a result of
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having insufficient control to cope with job demands or job
stressors (e.g., Bakker et al., 2005). Against this background,
we conducted two field studies. In Study 1, we asked Dutch
employees to respond to a questionnaire with validated measures
of our key constructs. In Study 2, we examined the robustness
of our findings by increasing the sample size and using more
extensive measures.

Study 1
Method

Respondents and Procedure
We recruited employees from a variety of organizations in the
Netherlands via Flycatcher, a Dutch research panel consisting
of over 10,000 Dutch citizens. Flycatcher complies with strict
quality requirements for research and has ISO-certification (i.e.,
it meets the qualitative ISO requirements for social scientific
research). Members of Flycatcher who worked for at least 12 h
each week were invited to fill out a questionnaire on a web page.
For their participation, respondents received credit points that
would allow them to receive certain gifts (e.g., tickets for the
movies).

We aimed to obtain a sample that was as representative
of Dutch employees as possible while working with a panel.
To obtain such a sample, Flycatcher used a stratified sampling
approach based on data provided by the Central Office
for Statistics of the Netherlands regarding gender, age, and
education. Of the invited (N = 422), 97.6% (N = 412) completed
the questionnaire. The sample of Study 1 is described in Table 1

together with data from the Central Office for Statistics (Centraal
Bureau Statistiek, 2022). Chi-squared tests showed that the
expected proportions based on COS data were significantly
different from our sample. The main differences are found
in men being somewhat overrepresented in our data, younger
(15–19 and 20–24 years old) and older (60–64 years old)
workers being somewhat underrepresented, and higher educated
workers being overrepresented while lower educated workers
were underrepresented. We therefore control for these variables
in our robustness check analyses in the results section.

Measures
We assessed procedural justice using Colquitt’s validated seven-
item scale (Colquitt, 2001). Respondents answered on a 5-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). An example item is “The procedures used to determine
my salary are based on accurate information.”

We measured distributive justice with Colquitt’s (2001) four-
item distributive justice scale. Respondents answered using a 5-
point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (to a small extent) to 5 (to
a large extent). An example item is “Does your salary reflect the
effort you have put into your work?”

We measured job autonomy with three items from the
decision latitude subscale in Karasek (1985) Job Content
Questionnaire [adapted and translated by Goudswaard et al.
(1998)]. Respondents answered on a 4-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). One of the items is “Can
you decide yourself how to execute your job?”

TABLE 1 | Sample description Study 1.

Study 1 COS

Variable Category N % %

Gender Male 259 62.9 49.5

Female 153 37.1 50.5

Highest completed

level of education

Lower education (high

school degree and

lower)

82 19.9 32.9

Vocational education 182 44.2 38.9

Higher education

(bachelor’s degree and

higher)

148 35.9 27.3

Unknown 0 0.9

Age 15–19 2 0.5 9.0

20–24 24 5.8 9.4

25–29 46 11.2 9.1

30–34 58 14.1 9.1

35–39 48 11.7 9.6

40–44 63 15.3 11.6

45–49 61 14.8 11.7

50–54 59 14.3 10.9

55–59 43 10.4 9.9

60–64 8 1.9 9.6

Work hours per week 20–35 155 37.6

36 or more 257 62.4

N = 412. COS, Central Office for Statistics of the Netherlands.

We assessed job satisfaction with a one-item job satisfaction
measure. We used a one-item measure to shorten the
questionnaire. Research indicates that one-item measures of
general job satisfaction are valid and reliable (Wanous et al., 1997;
De Jonge and Schaufeli, 1998). This measure asked respondents,
“To what extent are you, generally speaking, satisfied with this
job?” Responses were given on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied).

Finally, we measured emotional exhaustion with a 5-item
subscale of the Dutch version of the Maslach Burnout Inventory
(MBI; Maslach and Jackson, 1986), the MBI-NL-ES (Schaufeli
et al., 1994; Horn and van Schaufeli, 1998). One of the items is
“I feel used up by the end of the day.” Respondents answered on
a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always).

Results

Main Analyses
We screened the data for outliers following recommendations
from Aguinis et al. (2013). Multivariate outlier analyses revealed
one case with a large leverage value (0.16) and studentized
residuals (-2.97). Influential outlier tests using Cook’s distance
(0.21) and difference in fits (DFFITS; −1.22) further indicated
that this case was an outlier. Investigation of this case showed
that scores were extremely low for all variables (this participant
always responded with “1”, which implies 2.19, 2.67, 2.57 and
3.45 SD below the mean for distributive justice, procedural
justice, job autonomy, and job satisfaction, respectively) except

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 July 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 784853

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Versteegt et al. Injustice and Job Autonomy

for emotional exhaustion (0.59 SD below the mean). We
report the results obtained after filtering out this influential
outlier. Sensitivity analysis revealed that our final sample of
411 participants allowed us to detect a small effect size (f2 =

0.02; Cohen, 1988) with 80% power (Faul et al., 2009). Table 2
presents scale means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients, and intercorrelations (N = 411). We mean-centered
our predictor variables prior to analyses (Aiken and West, 1991).

We tested our hypotheses using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS)
regressions, with job satisfaction and emotional exhaustion as
outcome variables. We tested three models. In model 1, we
entered the main effects of distributive justice, procedural justice,
and job autonomy. In model 2, we entered the first-order
interactions between these variables. In model 3, we entered the
three-way interaction that was of primary interest in the present
research.Table 3 presents the results. We found significant three-
way interactions between distributive justice, procedural justice,
and job autonomy on job satisfaction and emotional exhaustion.

Figures 1A,B depict the interaction for job satisfaction.
Simple slopes analyses using the PROCESS macro (version
3.4) for SPSS (Model 3; Hayes, 2018) showed that among
employees with low job autonomy (1 SD below the mean
on autonomy), the Distributive Justice × Procedural Justice
interaction was significant (B=−0.20, F(1,403) = 6.01, p= 0.015).
More specifically, among employees with low job autonomy,
distributive justice was positively related to job satisfaction
when procedural justice was low (1 SD below the mean; B =

0.28, SE = 0.08, p < 0.001) but not significantly related when
procedural justice was high (1 SD above the mean; B = −0.01,
SE = 0.10, p = 0.928). From a different vantage point, among
employees with low autonomy, the effect of procedural justice
was significant when distributive justice was low (B = 0.54, SE
= 0.09, p < 0.001) and not significant when distributive justice
was high (B = 0.20, SE = 0.12, p = 0.099). Among employees
with high job autonomy, the Distributive Justice × Procedural
justice interaction was not significant (B = 0.07, F(1,403) = 1.52,
p= 0.218).

Figures 2A,B depict the interaction for emotional exhaustion.
Simple slopes analyses showed that among employees with low
job autonomy (1 SD below the mean), the interaction between
distributive and procedural justice was significant (B = 0.46,
F(1,403) = 10.15, p = 0.002). More specifically, among employees
with low job autonomy, distributive justice was negatively related
to emotional exhaustion when procedural justice was low (1
SD below the mean; B = −0.42, SE = 0.14, p = 0.003) but

not significantly related when procedural justice was high (1 SD
above the mean; B= 0.26, SE= 0.18, p= 0.156). From a different
vantage point, among employees with low autonomy, the effect
of procedural justice was significant when distributive justice was
low (B = −0.71, SE = 0.16, p < 0.001) and not significant when
distributive justice was high (B = 0.08, SE = 0.21, p = 0.719).
Among employees with high job autonomy, the Distributive
Justice × Procedural justice interaction was not significant (B =

−0.01, F(1,403) = 0.01, p= 0.927).

Robustness Checks
We followed the recommendations from Spector and Brannick
(2011) and first estimated models that did not include
demographic variables as controls. As a robustness check, we
estimated the same three models but included gender, age, and
education level as predictors. The focal three-way interaction on
job satisfaction (B = 0.18, SE = 0.08, p = 0.004) and emotional
exhaustion (B=−0.29, SE= 0.11, p= 0.008) was still significant
and of the same shape as in the main analyses section.

We conducted the same OLS regression analyses as in the
main analyses section including the participant who responded
with “1” on all variables except emotional exhaustion. The
results showed a nonsignificant three-way interaction effect for
emotional exhaustion in the expected direction (B=−0.14, SE=

0.10, p= 0.165), while the level of significance for the effect of the
three-way interaction on job satisfaction remained unchanged (B
= 0.18, SE= 0.06, p= 0.002).

Study 2
Study 1 supports our hypothesis that the Distributive Justice ×
Procedural justice interaction on the two wellbeing outcomes,
emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction, is pronounced most
among employees who have low (vs. high) job autonomy.

To test the robustness of our findings, we conducted a second
study, in which we introduced some changes. First, some results
in Study 1 were affected by one influential outlier. As larger
sample sizes reduce the influence of individual points (i.e.,
outliers; Belsley et al., 1980), we increased the sample size in Study
2 to decrease the influence of individual cases. Second, we wanted
to test if the results obtained on the single-item job satisfaction
measure in Study 1 can be replicated with a multi-item measure
of the same construct, which we included in Study 2. Finally, in
Study 2 we also used more extensive measures of job autonomy
and emotional exhaustion.

TABLE 2 | Means, standard deviations, intercorrelations, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of Study 1 variables.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Distributive justice 2.89 0.85 0.95

2. Procedural justice 2.98 0.73 0.43 (<0.001) 0.86

3. Job autonomy 2.90 0.74 0.08 (0.118) 0.24 (<0.001) 0.88

4. Job satisfaction 3.84 0.81 0.32 (<0.001) 0.37 (<0.001) 0.34 (<0.001)

5. Emotional exhaustion 2.99 1.34 −0.18 (<0.001) −0.23 (<0.001) −0.31 (<0.001) −0.57 (<0.001) 0.94

N = 411. Numbers in parentheses are corresponding p-values. The numbers in bold are the Cronbach’s α.
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Method

Respondents and Procedure
As in Study 1, the respondents were recruited from Flycatcher.
Of the invited (N = 1278), 96.2% (N = 1229) completed
the questionnaire. We excluded those who had participated in
Study 1 (9.1%), resulting in a final sample of N = 1117. The
sample of Study 2 is described in Table 4 together with data
from the Central Office for Statistics (Centraal Bureau Statistiek,
2022). Chi-squared tests showed that the expected proportions
based on COS data were not significantly different from our
sample for gender and highest completed level of education.
For age, the proportions were significantly different. The main
differences are found in younger (15–19, 20–24) and older (60–
64) workers being underrepresented in our data. We therefore
control for these variables in our robustness check analyses in the
results section.

Measures

We assessed distributive justice and procedural justice with the
same scales as in Study 1.

We measured job autonomy with a 5-item scale
validated in Dutch, which was adapted from the decision
latitude subscale in Karasek’s Job Content Questionnaire
(Goudswaard et al., 1998). An example item is “Can you
decide yourself how to execute a task?” Respondents answered
on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to
5 (always).

We measured job satisfaction with a 4-item scale from
Brayfield and Rothe (1951), which has been validated in
Dutch (Guest et al., 2010). An example item is “Most days
I am enthusiastic about my work.” Respondents answered
on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5
(totally agree).

Finally, we measured emotional exhaustion with the 8-item
subscale of the Dutch version of the Maslach Burnout Inventory
(MBI; Maslach and Jackson, 1986), the MBI-NL-ES (Schaufeli
et al., 1994; Horn and van Schaufeli, 1998). An example item is
“How often do you feel emotionally drained from your work?”
Respondents answered on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 (never) to 7 (always).

Results

Main Analyses
We screened the data for outliers as we did in Study 1.
Multivariate outlier analyses did not reveal any case with
relatively large leverage values and studentized residuals nor
did tests with Cook’s distance and difference in fits (DFFITS)
values indicate any outlier. We therefore retained all cases for
the analyses. Table 5 presents scale means, standard deviations,
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, and intercorrelations. We mean-
centered our predictor variables prior to analyses (Aiken and
West, 1991).

We tested our hypothesis using the same OLS regression
procedures as in Study 1. Table 6 presents the results. We found
a significant three-way interaction between distributive justice,
procedural justice, and job autonomy for emotional exhaustion
(B = −0.12, SE = 0.04, p = 0.005). The three-way interaction
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FIGURE 1 | (A) The effect of distributive and procedural justice on job satisfaction when job autonomy is low (Study 1). (B) The effect of distributive and procedural

justice on job satisfaction when job autonomy is high (Study 1).

FIGURE 2 | (A) The effect of distributive and procedural justice on emotional exhaustion when job autonomy is low (Study 1). (B) The effect of distributive and

procedural justice on emotional exhaustion when job autonomy is high (Study 1).

was in the expected direction, but it did not reach significance for
job satisfaction (B= 0.04, SE= 0.04, p= 0.252).

Figures 3A,B depict the interaction for emotional exhaustion.
In support of our hypothesis, simple slopes analyses showed
that among employees with low job autonomy (1 SD below
the mean), the interaction between distributive and procedural
justice was significant (B = 0.19, F(1,1109) = 12.00, p = 0.001).
More specifically, among employees with low job autonomy,
distributive justice was related to lower emotional exhaustion
when procedural justice was low (1 SD below the mean; B =

−0.29, SE = 0.05, p < 0.001) but not significantly related when
procedural justice was high (1 SD above the mean B = 0.01,
SE = 0.08, p = 0.912). From a different vantage point, among
employees with low autonomy, the effect of procedural justice
was significant when distributive justice was low (B = −0.35, SE
= 0.07, p < 0.001) and not significant when distributive justice
was high (B = −0.02, SE = 0.07, p = 0.816). Among employees
with high job autonomy, the interaction between procedural and
distributive justice was not significant (B < −0.01, F(1,1109) =
0.01, p= 0.943).

Robustness Checks
Similar to what we did in Study 1, we first estimated models
that did not include demographic variables as controls. We
then estimated the same model as in the main text, including
gender, age, and education level as predictors. The focal three-
way interaction on emotional exhaustion (B=−0.11, SE = 0.04,
p = 0.009) was still significant and of the same shape as in the
main analyses section.

We conducted exploratory analyses to test if the role of job
autonomy in moderating the Distributive Justice × Procedural
Justice interaction is independent from possible covariation of
job autonomy with power. Following previous research that used
the number of subordinates as a measure of power (Sherman
et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2014), we used the number of direct
subordinates as our proxy of power, where 0 implied that
the participant had no supervisory role. The number of direct
subordinates ranged from 0 to 99 in our sample (M = 1.83, SD
= 7.30). We ran the full model presented in Table 6 (Model 3)
and included the three-way interaction and all lower order effects
between procedural justice, distributive justice, and number
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of direct subordinates. For emotional exhaustion the focal
three-way interaction between distributive justice, procedural
justice, and job autonomy remained significant and of the same
shape as in the main analyses (B = −0.12, SE = 0.04, p =

0.006); the three-way interaction with the number of direct
subordinates was not significant (B < −0.01, SE < 0.01, p =

0.500). For job satisfaction, the focal three-way interaction with
autonomy remained nonsignificant (B = 0.03, SE = 0.04, p =

0.348); however, the three-way interaction with number of direct
subordinates was significant (B = 0.01, SE < 0.01, p = 0.011). In
sum, exploratory analyses including three-way interactions with
the number of subordinates as a proxy of power did not affect our
conclusions with regards to the focal three-way interaction effect

TABLE 4 | Sample description Study 2.

Categorical variables Study 2 COS

Variable Category N % %

Gender Male 558 50.0 49.5

Female 559 50.0 50.5

Highest completed

level of education

Lower education (high

school degree and

lower)

361 32.3 32.9

Vocational education 435 38.9 38.9

Higher education

(bachelor’s degree and

higher)

321 28.7 27.3

Unknown 0 0.0 0.9

Age 15–19 0 0.0 9.0

20–24 0 0.0 9.4

25–29 121 10.8 9.1

30–34 141 12.6 9.1

35–39 146 13.1 9.6

40–44 169 15.1 11.6

45–49 173 15.5 11.7

50–54 151 13.5 10.9

55–59 156 14.0 9.9

60–64 60 5.4 9.6

Continuous variables

Variable Range Average SD

Work hours per week 0–40 29.92 10.39

N = 1117. COS = Central Office for Statistics in the Netherlands.

between distributive justice, procedural justice, and autonomy on
emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

We showed across two field studies that the Distributive
Justice × Procedural Justice interaction effect is moderated by
job autonomy for two different but correlated indicators of
employee’s wellbeing. Specifically, among employees with low
job autonomy, procedural justice moderated the relationship
between distributive justice and job satisfaction (Study 1)
and emotional exhaustion (Study 1 and 2) such that high
procedural justice mitigated the effect of distributive justice.
Among employees with high job autonomy, procedural justice
did not moderate the relationship between distributive justice
and these two wellbeing outcomes. We established this boundary
role of job autonomy using validated measures of employee
autonomy, procedural and distributive justice, job satisfaction,
and emotional exhaustion. Below we discuss the implications and
limitations of these findings.

Theoretical Implications
The JDC model predicts that job control buffers against the
effects of job demands (i.e., stressors) on employee wellbeing
(Karasek, 1979). Similarly, previous work on organizational
justice has argued that procedural justice buffers the negative
effects of distributive injustice on employee wellbeing (Tepper,
2001; Vermunt and Steensma, 2005; Brockner, 2011). One way
in which procedural justice acts as a buffer is that fair processes
give employees (a feeling of) control (Thibaut and Walker, 1975;
Judge and Colquitt, 2004). Following this work, we expected
that the Distributive Justice × Procedural Justice interaction
is more likely to emerge for employees that have lower job
autonomy (i.e., lower control) than for those with higher job
autonomy. We expected this as employees in low autonomous
jobs should be more likely to rely on other resources that may
provide them with some (feeling of) control, such as procedural
justice (Van Prooijen, 2009). In line with this prediction, we
show that the buffering effect of procedural justice depends on
the level of job autonomy. We thus identified job autonomy
as a novel and theoretically relevant boundary condition to the
Distributive Justice × Procedural Justice interaction effect on
wellbeing outcomes.

The present findings thus may contribute to explaining
previous inconsistent findings regarding the Distributive

TABLE 5 | Means, standard deviations, intercorrelations, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of Study 2 variables.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Distributive justice 2.78 0.89 0.96

2. Procedural justice 2.66 0.83 0.40 (<0.001) 0.89

3. Job autonomy 3.81 0.79 0.07 (0.031) 0.15 (<0.001) 0.86

4. Job satisfaction 3.98 0.84 0.18 (<0.001) 0.27 (<0.001) 0.15 (<0.001) 0.90

5. Emotional exhaustion 2.66 0.99 −0.21 (<0.001) −0.20 (<0.001) −0.11 (<0.001) −0.42 (<0.001) 0.90

N = 1117. Numbers in parentheses are corresponding p-values. The numbers in bold are the Cronbach’s α.
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Justice × Procedural Justice interaction effect for wellbeing
outcomes. For instance, Tepper (2001) found that the interactive
relationship predicted emotional exhaustion, depression, and
anxiety. However, other studies did not find this interaction
effect on related measures of wellbeing (McFarlin and Sweeney,
1992; Fischer et al., 2014). Our study suggests that one reason for
the different findings between studies could be variations in the
level of job autonomy between the studies involved.

For instance, Fischer et al. (2014), who did not find a
significant interaction effect between distributive and procedural
justice, excluded shop floor workers and employees doingmanual
labor. As these jobs often involve low levels of autonomy
(Vidal, 2013), the resulting sample might primarily consist of
employees with higher levels of autonomy. Tepper (2001) who,
in contrast, did find a significant interaction effect in two studies,
included participants from a wide range of jobs that includes
low levels of autonomy, such as construction workers and
clerical workers (Vidal, 2013). In addition, average levels of job
autonomy have increased in the past few decades (Wegman et al.,
2018). Differences between older papers with significant findings
(Fields et al., 2000; Tepper, 2001) and more recent papers with
non-significant findings (Fischer et al., 2014; cf. McFarlin and
Sweeney, 1992) might therefore be due to different levels of job
autonomy in the study samples.

Our findings correspond well with insights on the buffer
effect proposed within the JDC literature (Häusser et al.,
2010). A recent meta-analysis investigating the validity of the
buffer effect found that this effect was more strongly related
to wellbeing outcomes when demands refer to hindrances
instead of challenges (Gonzalez-Mulé et al., 2021). Challenge
demands are stressors that are energizing and provide an
opportunity for achievement and learning (Cavanaugh et al.,
2000; LePine et al., 2005); a few examples are time pressure and
a high workload. Hindrance demands are stressors that offer
undesirable constraints and thwart personal growth and goal
attainment (Cavanaugh et al., 2000; Gonzalez-Mulé et al., 2021).
Receiving unfair outcomes is an example of hindrance demands;
it is unlikely to be beneficial and provide an opportunity to
learn. As there is less research on the interaction between
hindrance demands and control (Gonzalez-Mulé et al., 2021),
our current study adds to this body of work and supports the
view that hindrance demands and job control interact to predict
employee wellbeing.

Practical Implications
Overall, focusing on the interaction between distributive
justice, procedural justice, and job autonomy presents practical
implications that could be tested and implemented depending
on the needs and resources of organizations. Viewed in this
manner, the current study provides several new insights on when
employees benefit most from a focus on justice.

Firstly, fair procedures matter a lot to employees when their
outcomes involve little autonomy and are perceived by them as
negative or unfair, such as is often the case following layoffs
and negative promotion decisions. Research has shown that
procedural justice is related to positive employee outcomes
both for survivors and victims of job layoffs (Brockner et al.,
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FIGURE 3 | (A) The effect of distributive and procedural justice on emotional exhaustion when job autonomy is low (Study 2). (B) The effect of distributive and

procedural justice on emotional exhaustion when job autonomy is high (Study 2).

1994). Some examples of procedural justice in these contexts
are giving an advanced notice (Brockner et al., 1994), giving
voice to employees, and ensuring consistency in decision-making
(Brockner et al., 1995).

Secondly, organizations may well be advised to focus
on protecting distributive justice when both procedural
justice and job autonomy are low. Personnel screening and
selection contexts (Cropanzano et al., 2007) provide a good
example of such situations. Standardized and structured tests
(i.e., personality and cognitive ability tests) are perceived
to be procedurally less fair and to allow less autonomy
than unstructured interviews (Nolan and Highhouse, 2014).
Nonetheless, standardized tests are a better indicator of job
performance, while the predictive validity of unstructured
interviews is low and can even hurt personnel selection decisions
(Kausel et al., 2016). To minimize the detrimental effects of
lowered procedural justice and autonomy, organizations could
increase distributive justice perceptions by emphasizing and
communicating equity in selection decisions (Celani et al.,
2008).

Thirdly, organizations could try to increase job autonomy
when neither distributive nor procedural justice can be
ensured. Organizations are not always successful in securing
high justice. This may be due to, for instance, rapid and
radical changes within organizations (Kickul et al., 2002)
or to employees’ characteristics that influence their justice
perceptions (Lang et al., 2011). The current study suggests
a strategy for protecting employees’ wellbeing when justice
is low: increasing job autonomy. For instance, job design
research has demonstrated how organizations granting more
autonomy to employees positively influence employees’ job
satisfaction and wellbeing (Humphrey et al., 2007). Small
changes in job designs that increase job autonomy can have
a substantial impact; for example, giving call-center workers
more autonomy rather than rules on how to display facial
expressions decreased emotional exhaustion (Goldberg and
Grandey, 2007).

Limitations and Suggestions for Future
Research
Like all research, ours has limitations. One of these is that
we cannot draw causal conclusions from our two studies
because they relied on cross-sectional designs. However, it
should be noted that several experimental studies (e.g., Van
den Bos et al., 1997) have established the interactive effect
of procedural and distributive justice on various outcomes.
Thus, the literature makes us quite confident about the causal
direction of these effects. This implies that our reliance on cross-
sectional designs is less of a problem. Future research could
test causal effects by manipulating the degree of autonomy,
the fairness of outcomes, and the fairness of procedures,
or use longitudinal designs to exclude some alternative
causal explanations.

Furthermore, the single source nature of the studies could
result in common method variance that undermines our
theoretical explanation (Podsakoff et al., 2012). However, studies
show that common method variance does not inflate interaction
effects (Evans, 1985; Siemsen et al., 2010), which suggests that our
results are not affected by method bias.

The current study shows that the effect of organizational
justice on employee wellbeing may depend on a job
characteristic—job autonomy. In so doing we answer calls
for more research on the interplay between justice and
organizational structure and job characteristics (Schminke
et al., 2015). Organizational characteristics play a role in
organizational justice perceptions and effects of organizational
justice (for a review, see Schminke et al., 2015). For instance,
jobs that are characterized by high degrees of formalization
(i.e., work processes being uniformly structured) tend
to be perceived as higher in distributive and procedural
justice perceptions (Schminke et al., 2002) but lower in
autonomy (Langfred and Rockmann, 2016). Future research
should investigate effects of organizational characteristics on
wellbeing-related outcomes taking into account job autonomy
and justice.
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Concluding Remarks
Previous work has identified distributive justice and procedural
justice as important factors that improve employee wellbeing.
The current study set out to investigate when these two types of
justice interact to predict wellbeing, identifying job autonomy as
a moderator to the interactive relationship. The results of this
study indicate that when employees have low job autonomy,
fair procedures help them cope with the stressor of unfair
outcomes, thus protecting their wellbeing. When employees
have high job autonomy, fair procedures do not buffer unfair
outcomes. Taken together, the findings in the current study
provide new insights onwhen employees’ wellbeing benefits most
from a focus on justice, thus showing relevant theoretical and
practical implications.
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