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While inadequate relationships in the workplace pose a significant psychosocial risk, quality interpersonal relationships can contribute to positive effects and prevent negative outcomes. Erskine’s model of relational needs, not yet studied in the work environment, can provide a more detailed understanding of the needs employees experience in their workplace relationships. We adapted the general Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale (RNSS) for coworker relationships and examined the factor structure of relational needs in the workplace and their connections to various work aspects. The sample comprised 273 participants, including both employees and students, in a workplace setting with coworkers. The results show that the Workplace Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale (W-RNSS) is a valid and reliable instrument (α = 0.93 for the total scale and 0.77 < α < 0.89 for the subscales) for measuring relational needs in coworker relationships. A bi-factor model was the most suitable for describing the data (χ2/df = 1.94, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, NNFI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.04, AIC = 13289.27, BIC = 13506.29), confirming the previously supported 5-factor structure and the general factor. Satisfaction of relational needs was associated with higher work satisfaction, increased work engagement, greater motivation and lower burnout, underscoring the importance of quality interpersonal relationships among employees. W-RNSS shows potential for researching connections with other work aspects and practical applications in prevention and intervention strategies.

Keywords
 relational needs; personnel; interpersonal relationships; work environment; Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale


Introduction

Erskine (1998), Erskine et al. (1999), Erskine (2015), developed a model of relational needs rooted in attachment theory, object relations theory, transactional analysis, and self-psychology. These theories highlight the importance of relationships as a primary human motivation (Fairbairn, 1954; Berne, 1961; Bowlby, 1969; Kohut, 1971, 1977, 1984; Ainsworth et al., 1978; Stern, 1985; Fairbairn, 1986/1941; Winnicot, 1986/1960; Guntrip, 1992/1968). Erskine (2015, p. 46) defines relational needs as those “unique to personal contact” which can only be satisfied within a responsive human relationship. According to Erskine et al. (1999), relational needs are dynamic; with specific needs becoming prominent as longings or desires while others recede into the background. They suggest that an attuned and involved response from another person can satisfy these needs, whereas their non-fulfillment may lead to frustration and anger. Over time, persistent non-satisfaction can culminate in a loss of hope and meaning alongside negative beliefs about oneself, others, and life (Erskine and Moursund, 1988).

Erskine et al. (1999) identified eight primary relational needs frequently expressed by clients in psychotherapy: (1) for security; (2) to feel validated, affirmed, and significant within a relationship; (3) for acceptance by a stable, dependable, and protective other; (4) for confirmation of personal experience; (5) for self-definition; (6) to impact the other person; (7) for the other person to initiate; and (8) to express love.


Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale (RNSS)

Žvelc et al. (2020) developed a scale for measuring the satisfaction of relational needs (Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale – RNSS). Contrary to the eight needs anticipated by Erskine (1998), they confirmed five relational needs in a non-clinical sample. The RNSS is composed of 20 items designed to measure five theoretical dimensions of relational needs: Support and protection, Having an Impact, Authenticity, Shared Experience, and Initiative from the Other. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). Subscale scores are computed as the mean of the respective item scores, and the overall score is derived as the grand mean of all items. A higher score indicates a higher level of satisfaction with a specific dimension.

The dimension Support and Protection (Žvelc et al., 2020) is related to the experience that a person has someone in their life whom they can ask for help, protection, and support when in distress. It is related to Erskine’s need for acceptance by a stable, dependable, and protective other (Erskine et al., 1999; Erskine, 2015). Item example: “I have a strong, stable and protective person in my life whom I can rely on.”

The Having an Impact dimension reflects Erskine’s need to have an impact on another person (Erskine et al., 1999; Erskine, 2015). Its satisfaction is related to the experience that others accept a person’s opinion, advice, or ideas and that they can affect other people and provoke a change in them. Item example: “Others often take my advice to heart.”

The Shared Experience corresponds to Erskine’s need for confirmation of personal experience (Erskine et al., 1999; Erskine, 2015). Individuals with this need met have someone in their lives with similar interests, qualities and experiences. Item example: “I know people who experience some things similarly to me.”

The Initiative from the Other aligns with Erskine’s articulation of the need for initiative from another person (Erskine et al., 1999; Erskine, 2015). It refers to the experience of others sometimes surprising and helping us without us having to ask for it. Item example: “Other people often help me even if I do not specifically ask them to.”

The Authenticity dimension aligns with Erskine’s description of the needs for security, validation, and self-definition in a relationship (Erskine et al., 1999; Erskine, 2015). It encompasses feeling validated in a relationship, which in turn fosters a sense of safety and respect for one’s individuality. Item example: “I feel free to show my feelings to others and speak my mind because I know they accept me for who I am.”

The results of Žvelc et al.’s (2020) research did not support Erskine’s (2015) need to express love as a separate dimension. Žvelc et al. (2020) suggest that unlike other relational needs, this specific need is primarily outward-facing, as it involves a person’s active engagement with others and not merely the desire to receive love.

The original scale demonstrates adequate face validity and substantive theoretical validity, as well as satisfactory internal construct validity. Žvelc et al. (2020) identified a clear five-factor structure within the instrument. Confirmatory factor analysis indicated acceptable fits for both a five-factor correlated model and a hierarchical model, with the researchers advocating for the hierarchical model due to its theoretical coherence. This model incorporates a general factor of relational needs alongside five specific second-order dimensions, effectively capturing the covariance among the primary factors and aligning closely with the theoretical framework. Subsequent validations in Czech (Pourovȧ et al., 2020) and Turkish (Toksoy et al., 2020) populations confirmed the utility of both models, with a preference for the hierarchical structure. In contrast, a Spanish study by Iraurgi et al. (2022) provided empirical support for these models but highlighted the superior fit of a bi-factor model. Across different linguistic versions, the scale has shown reliable performance, with the total score has reliability coefficients ranging from 0.83 to 0.90.

The RNSS demonstrates suitable convergent validity across all adaptations. Researchers (Pourovȧ et al., 2020; Toksoy et al., 2020; Žvelc et al., 2020; Iraurgi et al., 2022) found significant correlations between relational needs and self-compassion, well-being, life satisfaction, distress, empathy, trusting others, emotional awareness and different facets of attachment in expected directions. Furthermore, the Czech study (Pourovȧ et al., 2020) established the scale’s measurement invariance across gender and age groups. While most validations were conducted with non-clinical samples, the Spanish study (Iraurgi et al., 2022) included both a clinical and a non-clinical group. Except for Initiative from the Other and Having an Impact, the clinical sample reported significantly lower satisfaction of relational needs, underscoring the RNSS’s discriminant validity.



Relational needs in the work environment

Erskine (2015) describes relational needs as universal – present across all relationships and throughout the entire life cycle. The model of relational needs and the RNSS have previously been applied only in clinical and social psychology, but they may also be highly relevant in the work environment, as a growing body of research underscores the significance of social factors in the workplace (e.g., Cacioppo et al., 2003; Cohen, 2004; Lindblom et al., 2006; Diener and Ryan, 2009; Ren et al., 2018; Howard et al., 2020). Simultaneously, high quality interpersonal relationships have been shown to contribute to various organizational outcomes and employee functioning (e.g., Cacioppo et al., 2003; Cohen, 2004; Diener and Ryan, 2009), which can contribute to a number of positive effects (e.g., Dutton and Ragins, 2007; Mastroianni and Storberg-Walker, 2014; Rosales, 2016) and act as a preventive against several negative outcomes (e.g., Cohen and Wills, 1985; Persoff and Siegel, 1998; Xerri et al., 2015; Henry et al., 2018). Coworker relationships, defined as equal relationships between employees at similar status or hierarchical level within the organization (Parkes, 2003; Sias, 2009), represent the most frequent employee contact (Comer, 1991) and can often surpass time spent with family and friends in duration (Sias, 2009). The perceived social support from coworkers leads to reciprocity, reflected in higher job satisfaction and belonging to the work organization (Ferguson et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2015). Quality relationships among colleagues are instrumental in effectively managing stress and anxiety, enhancing psychological resilience, and improve overall well-being (e.g., Persoff and Siegel, 1998; Laschinger et al., 2001; Sloan, 2012). Conversely, a lack of support from supervisors and colleagues can exacerbate stress (Blair and Littlewood, 1995; Sveinsdóttir et al., 2006; Labrique et al., 2018).

Erskine’s (2015) model of relational needs, originally developed for the clinical field, and the related Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale offer valuable insights into the interpersonal needs employees experience in their work relationships. The model of relational needs (Erskine, 1998, 2015; Žvelc et al., 2020) bears resemblance to self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000), which has been applied to the work environment (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). This theory posits that individuals will realize their full potential and optimal functioning if they satisfy three basic needs: relatedness, competence, and autonomy (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Studies investigating the link with various work-life variables have underscored the significance of the need for relatedness in the workplace, demonstrating that its satisfaction can enhance employees’ work engagement (Gorman, 2003; Trépanier et al., 2013), well-being (e.g., Patrick et al., 2007; Boezeman and Ellemers, 2009; Milyavskaya and Koestner, 2011), and job satisfaction (Van den Broeck et al., 2010).

Žvelc et al. (2020) hypothesized that relational needs are related to the needs for autonomy and relatedness. In the development of the RNSS, they proposed that the need for authenticity is to some extent similar to the need for autonomy (La Guardia and Patrick, 2008), as it involves being accepted for one’s uniqueness without efforts from others to change or control them. Furthermore, Žvelc et al. (2020) highlighted how the other four relational needs provide a more detailed understanding of the need for relatedness. Congruently, we argue that the model of relational needs may provide a more nuanced understanding of the need for relatedness in coworker relationships. Therefore, the focus of the current research is the adaptation of the RNSS to the workplace environment.

We argue that satisfaction of relational needs of employees can significantly influence their work engagement. Schaufeli and Bakker (2001) define work engagement as a positive, satisfying, work-related state of mind characterized by vitality, commitment and engagement. This construct is embedded within the social context of the workplace. Research indicates that it is positively associated with workplace elements, known as resources, motivators or energizers, which encompass social support from colleagues and the supervisor (Salanova et al., 2000; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Demerouti et al., 2010; Ehrhardt and Ragins, 2019). Fulfilling of employees’ relational needs could thus enhance their engagement at work, leading to positive attitudes toward their jobs, improved mental health, and superior performance compared to those less engaged (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004; Kahn, 2007).

We also posit that satisfying relational needs can significantly influence work satisfaction. According to Mihalič (2008), work satisfaction is a distinctly positive emotional state arising from an individual’s experiences and evaluations of their work environment and the entirety of their work experiences. Various authors, including Herzberg et al. (1959), Warr (1987), Spector (1997), and Mullins (2001), have consistently highlighted the importance of workplace relationships in influencing work satisfaction. From the perspective of social exchange theory (e.g., Gouldner, 1960; Blau, 1964), social support is crucial for predicting and increasing work satisfaction (Ferguson et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2015; Gerlach, 2019; Busque-Carrier et al., 2022). Employees who perceive and receive social support from their superiors and colleagues are likely to reciprocate with higher work satisfaction and organizational loyalty. The RNSS may provide deeper insights into this construct, which has widespread implications for an individual’s life. For instance, it leads to greater organizational loyalty (Brunetto and Farr-Wharton, 2003), work satisfaction is linked to lower turnover and absenteeism (Howard et al., 2012; Yarbrough et al., 2017), and enhances job performance contributing to the achievement of organizational goals and organizational effectiveness (Gorenak and Pagon, 2006). Conversely, employee dissatisfaction manifests in reduced job performance (Lambert et al., 2005), increased burnout (Whitehead and Lindquist, 1989), lower motivation (Locke, 1976), and can result in both mental and physical health issues (Garland et al., 2009).

The concept of relational needs satisfaction may also play a crucial role in understanding burnout. A lack of social support is commonly identified as a key organizational factor contributing to burnout (e.g., Lindblom et al., 2006; Cohen et al., 2023). Employees experiencing burnout often feel undervalued by their supervisors or colleagues, leading to a loss of concern for the organization and fostering critical and distrustful attitudes toward management, colleagues and supervisors (Schaufeli and Buunk, 2002; Hersh, 2022). Unfulfilled relational needs can result in feelings of emptiness, loneliness, frustration and anger, which deplete energy and hope and engender negative beliefs about self, others and life (Erskine and Moursund, 1988; Erskine et al., 1999). These feelings may overlap significantly could with burnout symptoms, underscoring unsatisfactory workplace relationships as a significant contributing factor. Research has also shown troublesome evidence that burnout can be contagious among colleagues (Bakker et al., 2005, 2007).

The current study aims to adapt the general RNSS for coworker relationships following Žvelc et al.’s (2020) recommendation to apply the scale in studying interpersonal relationships across different psychology fields. The RNSS measures the general satisfaction of five relational needs and does not discriminate between different types of relationships. In the current research, we aim to adapt the scale specifically to measure the satisfaction of relational needs in coworker relationships. The new version of the RNSS, the Workplace Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale (W-RNSS), can be used both for research purposes regarding relational needs in the workplace and for practice-based organizational applications, such as coaching and mentoring.

Our objectives are: (1) to verify whether the 5-factor structure of relational needs, validated in adult non-clinical samples across different countries (Pourovȧ et al., 2020; Toksoy et al., 2020; Žvelc et al., 2020; Iraurgi et al., 2022), is also applicable in the workplace context; (2) to assess the external construct validity of the adapted scale by examining the relationship of relational needs with basic needs as outlined in self-determination theory, work engagement, work satisfaction and burnout. We hypothesize that overall satisfaction of relational needs in coworker relationships will be: (a) positively related with the satisfaction of the three basic needs (Ryan and Deci, 2000), especially autonomy and relatedness, (b) positively related to work engagement (e.g., Wong et al., 2010; Tran et al., 2018; Ehrhardt and Ragins, 2019), (c) positively linked to work satisfaction (e.g., Fletcher and Williams, 1996; Yavas and Bodur, 1999; Peterson et al., 2003; Raabe and Beehr, 2003; Sy et al., 2006; Othman et al., 2008; Singh, 2008; Busque-Carrier et al., 2022) and (d) negatively associated with burnout (e.g., Lindblom et al., 2006; Cohen et al., 2023).




Materials and methods


Sample and procedure

We conducted the study through an online survey hosted on Slovenian platform 1 ka. Initially, we outlined the study’s general aims, highlighting the voluntary nature of participation and the confidentiality of responses. To ensure participants met the study’s criteria, we included a screening question asking whether respondents work in an environment with coworkers, automatically redirecting those who did not qualify to the survey’s conclusion. The survey collected demographic information and then proceeded with specific measures, including the W-RNSS, W-BNS, UWES-9, Work Satisfaction Scale, and OLBI, all administered in Slovene. On average, completing the survey took 8 min. We employed a snowball sampling method, encouraging respondents at the survey’s end to share the link with other employed or student workers. The survey link was disseminated across various social media platforms, including Facebook and Instagram profiles, Facebook groups, the student blog Psychology of Work, and to the members of the Slovenian Psychology Students’ Association.

Of the 382 respondents, who began the online survey, 11 were excluded because they reported not having coworkers, failing to meet the study’s participation criteria. In order to ensure the reliability of the data in the online survey, we required participants to answer all of the questions. Consequently, the final sample comprised 273 participants who completed the survey in full. The sample included both employees and students working in a setting with coworkers. The demographic characteristics of the sample are detailed in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Sample characteristics (N = 273).
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Measures


Demographic questionnaire

The questionnaire included questions about the respondents’ gender, age, highest level of education attained, and was followed by inquiries regarding the size, sector and duration of employment at their current organization.



W-RNSS (Workplace Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale)

The W-RNSS (Hanc, 2023) is an adapted version of RNSS (Žvelc et al., 2020). In the current study, the original 20 items were modified to pertain specifically to relationships with coworkers. For example, the item “I know a capable individual who would help me if I found myself in trouble.” was revised to “I have a capable coworker who would help me if I found myself in trouble.” Items’ modifications were approved by the original author of the RNSS, who verified the scale’s theoretical validity. The scale retains the same 5-point rating scale and scoring system as the original RNSS.



W-BNS (the Work-Related Basic Needs Satisfaction Scale)

For measuring work motivation, The Work-Related Basic Needs Satisfaction Scale – W-BNS (Van den Broeck et al., 2010) was used. It comprises 18 items that assesses three needs – autonomy, relatedness and competence – as defined by self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000). It employs a 5-point rating scale (1 = totally disagree, 5 = totally agree) with eight items scored in reverse. Research supports the scale’s three-factor structure, validity, and internal reliability, with average Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of 0.79 for Autonomy, 0.83 for Competence, and 0.76 for Relatedness (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). Additionally, the scale has been shown to be independent of socially desirable responding (Colledani et al., 2018), and exhibits criterion validity (Van den Broeck et al., 2010), construct validity, and nomological validity (Colledani et al., 2018).

The current study marks the first W-BNS adaptation to Slovene. Using CFA, a modified three-factor model was accepted, demonstrating statistically superior fit over the basic model: χ2(131) = 319.25; p < 0.001; χ2/df = 2.44; CFI = 0.90; TLI = 0.88; NNFI = 0.88; RMSEA [90% CI] = 0.07; SRMR = 0.07. This model showed a better fit as evidenced by a significant chi-square difference [Δχ2(1) = 26.21; p < 0.001] and lower AIC (Δ = 30.38) and BIC (Δ = 26.77) values compared to the basic model. Model fit was further improved by allowing covariance between similar items 1 (“I feel like I can be myself at my job.”) and 16 (“At work, I can talk with people about things that really matter to me.”), based on the second highest modification index (MI = 29.46). The scale demonstrated good internal consistency with an overall Cronbach’s alpha of α = 0.83, and subscale alphas of α = 0.79 for Autonomy and α = 0.76 for Relatedness.



UWES-9 (Utrecht Work Engagement Scale – short version)

The UWES-9 (Schaufeli et al., 2006; Slovene adaptation by Tement, 2014) measures a person’s work engagement. It comprises nine items, yielding an overall score and three dimensions: Vigor, Dedication and Absorption. Items are rated on a 7-point frequency scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (always, every day). The scale’s overall reliability ranges between 0.89 and 0.97, averaging 0.93 (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004). Given the high correlations between the dimensions, the one factor model’s adequacy and the overall score’s reliability, the use of the scale in a unidimensional manner is recommended. In the current study the overall score demonstrated excellent reliability (α = 0.93) with the subscales Vigor (α = 0.84), Dedication (α = 0.88) and Absorption (α = 0.83) showing good reliability.



Work Satisfaction Scale

The Work Satisfaction Scale (Pogačnik, 1997) is a self-report measure for obtaining an estimation of a person’s general satisfaction with their work situation. It comprises 15 statements, that cover various work aspects, with responses recorded on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (very unsatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied). The scale not only yields insights into specific working motives but also allows for the calculation of a total score or average, which reflects global work satisfaction. Its reliability, as determined across different employee samples in Slovenia, has been documented to range from α = 0.78 to α = 0.89 (Pogačnik, 2000). The scale’s validity is further supported by its correlation with the Scale of Working Motives (Pogačnik, 1997), which indirectly measures work satisfaction. In the current study, the overall’s internal consistency was α = 0.85.



OLBI (the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory)

The OLBI (Demerouti et al., 2010) is a self-report instrument that comprises 16 items, measuring two dimensions: Exhaustion and Disengagement. The scale employs a 4-point rating scale, ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). Each subscale contains four items that are positively worded and four that are negatively worded. The reliability of Exhaustion ranges between α = 0.74 and α = 0.85, whereas the reliability of Disengagement ranges between α = 0.73 and α = 0.85 (Demerouti et al., 2003; Halbesleben and Demerouti, 2005; Demerouti and Bakker, 2008; Halbesleben, 2010; Sonnentag et al., 2010; Timms et al., 2012). The scale has adequate factor, convergent and discriminative validity (Demerouti et al., 2003; Halbesleben and Demerouti, 2005; Demerouti et al., 2010). In the current study, the internal consistency was α = 0.85 for the overall score and α = 0.79 for the subscales.



Analysis

We analyzed the data using Microsoft Excel and RStudio (Posit team, 2023). For the W-RNSS and the Slovene translation of W-BNS, we initially performed CFA, anticipating the sample size of 273 participants to be adequate, as it exceeds the minimum sample size of 200, and 10 participants per variable (Myers et al., 2011). CFAs were conducted in RStudio using the lavaan package, employing the robust MLM [maximum likelihood method with a Satorra and Bentler (1994) scaled test statistic] for parameter estimation. Model fit was evaluated using the Chi-square test (χ2), normed chi-square statistics (χ2/df), comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), non-normed fit index (NNFI), root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) with 90% CI, standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR), Akaike information criterion (AIC) and Bayesian information criterion (BIC). An acceptable model fit was determined by CFI and NNFI values ≥0.90 (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003), RMSEA ≤0.06, SRMR ≤0.08 (Hu and Bentler, 1999), TLI ≥ 0.90 (Brown, 2015) and χ2/df ≤ 3 (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). Lower AIC and BIC values indicate a better fit (Sočan, 2021). Nested models were compared using the Chi-square test.

Additionally, we conducted an overview of the data including descriptive statistics and measures of dispersion, and assessed distribution normality using the Shapiro and Wilk (1965) test. The convergent validity of the W-RNSS was examined through correlations between its dimensions and other measures, employing the Pearson correlation coefficient (using RStudio’s functions “cor.test” and “cor”). The internal consistency of the scales was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha (using RStudio’s function “alpha”).





Results


Confirmatory factor analysis (factorial structure)

We conducted CFA for four distinct models: a unidimensional model, a five correlated factors model, a hierarchical model of five factors under a general second-order factor and a bi-factor model. Their comparison using the Chi-square test and the fit indices are detailed in Table 2.



TABLE 2 CFA fit indices for the Workplace Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale (N = 273).
[image: Table2]

None of the tested models met the criteria for appropriateness based on the χ2 test results (p < 0.001). The one-dimensional model was found to be particularly inadequate, underperforming in most fit measures and exhibiting the highest values for the information criteria AIC and BIC. A similar inadequacy of the one-dimensional model was observed by researchers in the RNSS’s Czech adaptation (Pourovȧ et al., 2020).

The goodness of fit for both the five-factor and hierarchical models was comparable, showing adequate fit according to χ2/df, CFI, TLI, NNFI, RMSEA, SRMR and similar AIC and BIC values. These findings align with those from previous research (Pourovȧ et al., 2020; Toksoy et al., 2020; Žvelc et al., 2020; Iraurgi et al., 2022), suggesting that a five-dimensional model accurately reflects Erskine’s (2015) theoretical framework, with the potential inclusion of a general factor. In the original study (Žvelc et al., 2020), the Czech (Pourovȧ et al., 2020) and Turkish adaptations (Toksoy et al., 2020) of the RNSS, both models demonstrated good fit, however, the researchers favored the hierarchical model for its theoretical consistency and its ability to account for the covariance among the first-order factors.

Based on the fit measures (Table 2), the bi-factor model emerges as the most suitable for describing the data. It displayed consistently high values across all fit indices and recorded the lowest AIC and BIC values. Various authors (e.g., Reise et al., 2010; Chen et al., 2013) have highlighted the benefits of the bi-factor model over traditional hierarchical second-order CFA models. Its primary advantage in enabling direct assessment of how much an item or scale reflects the general factor versus specific subdimensions. The capability allows for maintaining a single latent factor while accounting for variance introduced by additional common factors. Furthermore, the bi-factor model serves as an effective baseline model for comparing fit with more restrictive models (Brown, 2015). Consequently, we employed the χ2 test to compare the nested models, specifically the hierarchical (Figure 1) and the bi-factor model (Figure 2), revealing the bi-factor model’s statistically superior fit: Δχ2(15) = 99.11; p < 0.001, along with lower AIC and BIC values. This outcome lends further support to the bi-factor model as the most fitting description of the data, corroborating a similar observation made by Iraurgi et al. (2022) in RNSS’s Spanish adaptation of the scale.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Path diagram for the hierarchical model.


[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Path diagram for the bi-factor model.


Figure 2 provides a graphical representation of the bi-factor model, showcasing the factor loadings of items on both the individual dimensions and the overall score of the W-RNSS. Notably, the bi-factor model yielded higher factor loadings for the items on the overall factor, all of which were statistically significant (p < 0.001). This pattern mirrors findings from the Spanish validation (Iraurgi et al., 2022), with the distinction that in our study, all items have correspondingly high factor loadings on the general factor. Items 11, 12, 17, and 3 exhibited the highest loadings, whereas items 18, 20, and 5 had the lowest. Despite the emphasis on the general factor, this does not diminish the items’ contributions to the specific latent factors, which correspond to the dimensions of relational needs within coworker relationships as investigated in this study. The majority of items showed satisfactory factor loadings (>0.40) on their respective dimension (Garson, 2022). However, items 4, 17, 10 and 1 presented less desirable loadings on their specific dimensions. Items 11 and 7 were particularly notable for their low loadings on the dimensionality factors; with item 7’s loading not reaching statistical significance at the 1% risk level (p = 0.014).

Despite items 7 and 11 having lower saturation on their respective dimensional factors, they significantly contribute to the overall factor. Item 11, with the highest loading of λ = 0.84, and item 7, with a loading of λ = 0.62, are particularly notable for their substantial contributions to the general factor. In comparing the magnitude of factor loadings across the two types of factors, item 5 is distinguished by its uniformly low (yet still acceptably high, as per to Garson, 2022) loadings on both the overall factor and its associated dimensional factor. Conversely, item 9 demonstrates high loadings on both the general factor and its specific dimension, indicating a robust association with both the overall construct and its particular dimension.

Overall, the items demonstrating the strongest representation of their respective subscales, as indicated by the highest factor loadings, are as follows: item 16 for the Authenticity dimension, item 3 for Protection and Support, item 19 for Having Impact, items 5 and 8 for Shared Experience, and item 9 for Initiative from the Other.

We further assessed, whether relational needs at the workplace are measured in the same manner in different subsamples by multiple group factor analysis. Configural invariance is the least stringent form of invariance, indicating that the clustering of items and the factors they represent are similar across groups. This type of invariance exists if the same loadings are significant in all groups. Weak invariance (also called metric invariance) implies that the magnitude of the loadings is similar across groups. Strong invariance (also known as scalar invariance) implies that both item loadings and item intercepts are similar across groups. Strict invariance takes it a step further by requiring that residual variances are also similar across groups. To test the differences between different models, we used the differences in chi-squared (χ2), comparative fit index (CFI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). The χ2 difference is sensitive to large sample sizes (Chen, 2007), so more emphasis was placed on the difference in CFI (which should be larger than 0.010) and the difference in RMSEA (which should be larger than 0.015) to conclude that the models are different.

Since the differences in RMSEA for age did not indicate significant differences between the models, the differences in CFI were marginal, and the inspection of modification indices did not suggest any substantial improvements to the model, we concluded that measurement invariance was achieved at all levels (see Table 3).



TABLE 3 Fit indices for the invariance test of the Workplace Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale for age (Nbelow32.5 = 136, Nabove32.5 = 136).
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Since both the RMSEA and CFI differences indicate invariance in the models, we concluded that measurement invariance was achieved at all levels (see Table 4).



TABLE 4 Fit indices for the invariance test of the Workplace Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale for gender (Nfemale = 217, Nmale = 56).
[image: Table4]



Descriptive statistics, reliabilities

The data analysis suggests a prevalent response style among participants, as evidenced by the predominance of answers skewed in a positive direction. Specifically, Table 5 reveals a leftward asymmetric distribution in the total score and all subscales, particularly on Protection and Support. This pattern is also apparent in the responses to individual items, notably items 13 (M = 4.36), 4 (M = 4.22), 5 (M = 4.01), 20 (M = 3.82), and 18 (M = 3.81) which are distinguished by their high positive mean scores. The departure from a normal distribution for the overall W-RNSS score and each subscale is confirmed by statistically significant results of the Shapiro–Wilk test.



TABLE 5 Descriptive statistics, measures of dispersion and reliabilities for the Workplace Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale (N = 273).
[image: Table5]

The results represented in Table 5 confirm the W-RNSS adequate internal consistency. The reliability coefficients for the individual subscales were strong, varying from α = 0.77 for Shared Experience to α = 0.89 for Authenticity. With the overall’s scale reliability being excellent, these findings support the utility of the total score as a robust measure of an individual’s satisfaction with relational needs in coworker relationships.



Construct validity

Table 6 indicates that all subscales of the W-RNSS are significantly positively correlated with each other (p < 0.001), with correlation coefficients ranging from 0.38 (indicating low correlation) to 0.67 (indicating medium or moderate correlation). This aligns with theoretical expectations, as Žvelc et al. (2020) suggest that relational needs naturally overlap. Furthermore, each dimension is also positively and significantly associated with the overall satisfaction of relational needs, underscoring the theoretical framework that the dimensions represent different aspects of relational need satisfaction. Consequently, the findings confirm that overall satisfaction of relational needs in coworker relationships is related to the satisfaction of specific relational needs.



TABLE 6 Correlations between the dimensions of the Workplace Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale (N = 273).
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The current study aimed to investigate the convergent validity of the W-RNSS. The correlations between the W-RNSS total score, its subscales, and other measures, as presented in Table 7, align with our expectations and affirm the scale’s adequate construct validity. Notably, both the subscales and the total score of the W-RNSS showed significant positive correlations with the total score of the UWES-9 and its three dimensions of work engagement, ranging from weak to moderate in strength.



TABLE 7 Correlations between the dimensions of the Workplace Relational Needs Satisfaction Scale, work motivation, work engagement, work satisfaction, and burnout (N = 273).
[image: Table7]

The correlations between the subscales and the total score of W-RNSS with the overall score of the Work Satisfaction Scale were also positive and significant, aligning with our expectations. Notably, the item “relationships with colleagues” from the Work Satisfaction Scale showed the highest correlation with the overall score of W-RNSS (r = 0.69). Accordingly, this item also demonstrated particularly strong correlations with the W-RNSS subscales, especially Initiative from the Other (r = 0.60) and Authenticity (r = 0.68). Conversely, the W-RNSS showed the lowest and insignificant correlations with the item “salary and other material benefits,” providing evidence of its discriminant validity.

The overall score of the W-RNSS was significantly positively correlated with all subscales of the W-BNS, reflecting needs as defined by self-determination theory. Predominantly, subscales of the W-RNSS were only significantly positively correlated with the Relatedness and Autonomy subscales of the W-BNS, aligning with the theoretical similarities between these models of needs as discussed by Žvelc et al. (2020). Notable exceptions were Authenticity and Having Influence subscales of the W-RNSS, which also showed significant positive correlations with the Competence scale of the W-BNS. This pattern indicates that, among all the measures used, the W-RNSS dimensions were most strongly connected to the need for relatedness within the W-BNS framework. Furthermore, the correlation between the overall W-RNSS score and Relatedness subscale of the W-BNS was the most pronounced (r = 0.76), underscoring the significant association between overall relational need satisfaction in coworker relationships and the need for relatedness.

As expected, both the individual subscales and the overall W-RNSS score were found to be weakly, yet significantly, negatively correlated with burnout, as indicated by both overall OLBI score and its specific dimensions. The only exception to this pattern was the correlation between the Exhaustion dimension of the OLBI and the Shared Experience subscale of the W-RNSS, which was not statistically significant.

To test the incremental validity of the W-RNSS over the W-BNS, we used a two-step hierarchical regression, as shown in Table 8. In the first step, we included the W-BNS as the predictor. In the second step, we added the W-RNSS to assess its incremental contribution.



TABLE 8 Results (unstandardized coefficients) of the two-step hierarchical regression (N = 273).
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The addition of the W-RNSS significantly increased the explained variance for all outcomes except OLBI Exhaustion, as indicated by the change in R2 (ΔR2). These substantial incremental increases demonstrate the added predictive power of the W-RNSS dimensions.




Discussion

The study aimed to develop a scale for measuring satisfaction of relational needs within coworker relationships, examining its factor structure in the process. In doing so, we drew on the original RNSS (Žvelc et al., 2020) and its adaptations across various countries (Pourovȧ et al., 2020; Toksoy et al., 2020; Iraurgi et al., 2022).

Consistent with earlier validations of the RNSS, our study confirmed the five-factor structure of the construct of relational needs. Although both the five-factor model and the hierarchical models, previously advocated in the literature (Pourovȧ et al., 2020; Toksoy et al., 2020; Žvelc et al., 2020), demonstrated adequate fit, the bi-factor model emerged as the most fitting our data. This finding aligns with the Spanish adaptation of the RNSS (Iraurgi et al., 2022), marking the first instance where the bi-factor model was evaluated. Our results suggest that responses to the scale items reflect both distinctive relational needs and an overall satisfaction of relational needs, represented by a general factor. The bi-factor model’s relevance is underscored by the total score’s excellent reliability, validating its use as a comprehensive measure of relational needs satisfaction in coworker relationships. The presence of a general factor is further evidenced by significant correlations between the W-RNSS’s total score and its subscales, supporting the theoretical premise of Erskine’s (2015) model, that the subscales encompass different dimensions of a unified construct of relational needs. Assessing measurement invariance across different age groups and genders showed that measurement invariance was achieved. This means that the measurement model operates equivalently for males and females, as well as across various age groups. In other words, the construct being measured is interpreted in the same way regardless of the respondent’s gender or age group.

The item measurement characteristics reveal a participant tendency toward reporting higher satisfaction of relational needs, a trend of negative asymmetry also observed in the Spanish (Iraurgi et al., 2022) and Czech (Pourovȧ et al., 2020) adaptations of the RNSS. Given their statistical significance and meaningful factor loadings, all items significantly contribute to the description of the general factor of relational needs within coworker relationships. Comparable to the findings from previous RNSS research (Pourovȧ et al., 2020; Toksoy et al., 2020; Žvelc et al., 2020), the bi-factor model demonstrated that items, while displaying generally lower loadings, still maintained notably high loadings on the dimensional factors. In light of this outcomes, it appears justifiable to preserve the individual dimensions or subscales of the W-RNSS.

The findings indicate the new scale possesses adequate internal consistency, with the overall score’s reliability being excellent—surpassing all the language versions of the RNSS previously developed. The subscales also demonstrated good reliability, comparable to those of the RNSS versions, as evidenced by similarly high Cronbach’s alpha values. Furthermore, the results confirm all four expectations regarding the convergent validity of the scale, which extends the theory of relational needs to the work environment.

The research confirms Žvelc et al.’s (2021) theoretical expectations regarding the relationship between relational needs satisfaction and the three basic needs defined by self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Overall satisfaction of relational needs in coworker relationships was found to be positively associated with the fulfillment of all three basic needs. Notable, the need for autonomy showed the strongest association with the satisfaction of the relational need for authenticity. This is in line with theoretical expectations as both concepts underscore the individual’s need for their uniqueness to be accepted by others without attempting to control or change them (Žvelc et al., 2020). The associations with the need for relatedness were particularly strong, the highest among all measured correlations. This finding underscores Žvelc et al.'s (2020) hypothesis about the critical role of relational needs in deepening our understanding of relatedness. The results suggest that individual satisfaction with communication and mutual understanding in the workplace is connected to the satisfaction of relational needs with colleagues. Moreover, the more modest correlations with the W-BNS subscale, measuring the need for competence, affirm the W-RNSS’s discriminant validity. This indicates that the scale is finely tuned to measure aspects more closely related to the quality of interpersonal relationships.

The study adds to existing research on the importance of relational factors in work engagement, job satisfaction and burnout. The findings reveal significant positive associations between W-RNSS and various facets of work engagement, aligning with prior research that demonstrates a positive link between work engagement and social support from coworkers (Salanova et al., 2000, 2003; Demerouti et al., 2001; Schaufeli and Buunk, 2002). These results suggest that the construct of relational needs offers a nuanced understanding of the interpersonal factors influencing this critical motivational aspect of work.

The findings reveal significant positive correlations between the subscales and the overall W-RNSS score and the Work Satisfaction Scale’s overall score. Notably, the highest correlations were observed with Work Satisfaction Scale’s item “relations with colleagues,” underscoring the W-RNSS’s convergent validity. Furthermore, the scale’s discriminant validity is supported by the statistically insignificant associations with “pay and other material benefits,” a factor not inherently related to the relational dimensions of work. These results affirm the critical role of social aspects in work satisfaction, especially the impact of coworker relationships, aligning with previous research (e.g., Herzberg et al., 1959; Warr, 1987; Spector, 1997; Mullins, 2001; Busque-Carrier et al., 2022). Additionally, the findings are consistent with the social exchange theory (Gouldner, 1960; Blau, 1964), which posits a reciprocal relationship between receiving social support and increased work satisfaction (Ferguson et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2015).

The significant correlations between W-RNSS’s overall and subscale scores – apart from correlation between Exhaustion and Shared Experience – and both dimensions of burnout underscore the association between dissatisfaction of relational needs in coworker relationships and the chronic experience of stress in the workplace. These findings align with existing research highlighting the impact of interpersonal relationship quality on burnout development (Leiter and Maslach, 2004; Lindblom et al., 2006; Cohen et al., 2023). Furthermore, they corroborate Maslach’s (1998) model, which positions workplace relationships as both potential sources of emotional strain and channels for rewards, implicating them in the propagation of burnout’s adverse effects. This conceptual overlap between burnout experiences and the emotions tied to unmet relational needs (Erskine, 1998; Erskine et al., 1999) is evident. Additionally, our results support the notion of social support within the workplace as a crucial resource for managing work-related stressors (Maslach, 1998).

Furthermore, the W-RNSS scale shows high incremental validity, predicting all outcomes except exhaustion beyond what is explained by the W-BNS. This highlights the added value of the W-RNSS in capturing relational needs that significantly contribute to work engagement, satisfaction, and burnout.

Considering the significant measurement characteristics of the W-RNSS, it is evident that Erskine’s (1998) model of relational needs model is applicable to the workplace. Despite the potential for coworker relationships to be more discrete and formal (Chiaburu and Harrison, 2008), the concept of relational needs is appropriate for describing individuals’ feelings of reciprocity of response even in these relationships. Satisfaction of relational needs encompasses not just the exchange of relevant information and assistance in career development, but also the provision of instrumental and emotional support characteristic of close collegial relationships (Kram and Isabella, 1985). Accordingly, the experience of relational need satisfaction among colleagues aligns with the hallmarks of high-quality workplace relationships, such as being a source of energy, fostering connectedness and inclusiveness (Dutton and Ragins, 2007), and promoting mutual caring, respectfulness and empathy (Rosales, 2016). This study marks the first exploration of the relational needs model within a work setting, offering a promising foundation for a deeper understanding of employees’ relational needs within the work environment.


Limitations and future research

The study’s limitations stem from sample characteristics that may affect its representativeness and, consequently, the generalizability of the findings to the broader working population. Notable, the sample contains a disproportionate number of employees from the education and healthcare sectors. Additionally, there is a significant gender imbalance, with only a fifth of the participants identifying as male. Furthermore, the absence of a question distinguishing between students and employees in the study’s questionnaire is a notable oversight. Such information would have been valuable for characterizing the sample more precisely and for exploring potential differences in relational needs satisfaction between various employment statuses.

The findings from this study pave the way for multiple research opportunities. The bi-factor model, deemed most appropriate for our data, has thus so far only been explore in the context of the RNSS’s Spanish validation (Iraurgi et al., 2022). Further studies could benefit investigating its effectiveness in other cultural settings and with additional RNSS data. The research potential of the W-RNSS extends to exploring variations in relational needs across different work modalities, employment durations in the work organization, and noted gender differences, among others. Further validation of the W-RNSS’s convergent validity is also crucial, partly through its association with various aspects of the work environment, such as organizational culture, job performance, resignation rates, absenteeism, and presentism. While the current study focuses on coworker relationships, examining hierarchical relationships, such as those between subordinates and superiors, could offer additional insights. Lastly, although the scale demonstrated suitable measurement characteristics within the specific context of a Slovenian sample validating the W-RNSS across different cultural backgrounds remains essential for confirming its universal applicability and relevance.




Conclusion

The current study marks a significant contribution by applying Erskine’s (2015) model of relational needs to a new domain: the workplace. This extension supports the notion of relational needs’ universality (Erskine et al., 1999; Erskine, 2015), demonstrating that their satisfaction can indeed be measured within the context of workplace relationships. Previous validation studies of the RNSS (Pourovȧ et al., 2020; Toksoy et al., 2020; Žvelc et al., 2020; Iraurgi et al., 2022) have underscored the significance of meeting relational needs for mental health and well-being. Our findings further validate the relational needs model by linking it to various work-related aspects (burnout, job satisfaction, motivation, and work engagement), thereby underscoring the values of quality interpersonal relationships among coworkers.

Practically, the W-RNSS introduces valuable tools for HR departments in organizational settings to identify psychosocial risk factors among employees. By applying the scale, HR departments could gain insight into the level of satisfaction of relational needs among employees and consequently identify aspects of interpersonal relationships between coworkers, needing most enhancement. The results could thus serve as a basis for both preventive and remedial strategies aimed at enhancing work environment. The scale could also be useful for coaching and for mentoring, e.g., for identifying and improving the functioning of employees within the work environment. The scale could be included in efforts to prevent burnout, foster better communication and a positive organizational climate, enhance team cohesion, and bolster individual well-being. Hence, the W-RNSS could play a crucial role in promoting of health within the workplace.
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