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This research investigated the impact on burnout of inequity experienced by human
service professionals. Two studies were conducted, among therapists working with
inmates 1n a forensic psychiatric center (N = 112) and among staff members of an
institute for the direct care of mentally disabled (N = 189). Two types of inequity were
examined: interpersonal inequity in the relations with recipients and inequity in
relation with the organization. The majority of the professionals in both studies felt
underbenefited in relation with recipients as well as in relation with their organization.
As expected, inequity was curvilinearly related to burnout, especially with the
emotional exhaustion dimension Surprisingly, professionals who felt overbenefited
experienced more burnout than colleagues who feltunderbenefited. No gender effects
were found for the distribution of inequity nor for the relation between inequity and
burnout.

Since its “‘discovery” in the early 1970s, burnout in the human service professions
has been the focus of numerous research efforts. Initial research started with clinical
descriptions of burned-out professionals and evolved into a more systematic
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empirical approach using standardized measures (Maslach & Schaufeli, 1993). The
most widely used instrument that is also used 1n this study—the Maslach Burnout
Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1986)—distinguishes between three dimensions of
bu‘rnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accom-
plishment. Early clinical observations suggested that emotionally charged contacts
with recipients of care are particularly stressful for professionals (Maslach, 1993).
Bece}use working with “difficult” people may put an emotional strain on human
services professionals, the issue of demanding recipient contacts has frequently
been dealt with in burnout research.

CAREGIVER-RECIPIENT RELATIONS

Although various authors have attributed a central role to contacts with recipients
as a determinant of burnout (e.g., Cordes & Doughenty, 1993; Jackson, Schwab, &
§chuler. 1986; Skorupa & Agresti, 1993),a comprehensive theoretical perspective
is lac‘king Recently, Buunk and Schaufeli (1993) have argued that equity theory
provnde§ a conceptual framework that advances our understanding of the role
interactions with recipients play n the development of burnout 1n the human
services.

According to equity theory, people evaluate their relations with others in terms

of rewards, costs, investments, and profits (cf. La Gapa, 1977) They anticipate
that w?:at they invest and gain from a relationship is proportional to what the other
party in the relationship invests and gains (Adams, 1965, Walster, Walster, &
Berscheid, 1978). A basic proposition of equity theory is that if people perceive
relationships as inequitable, they feel distressed. More particularly, equity theory
predicts a curvilinear relation between equity and distress: perceiving oneself as
underbenefited as well as perceiving oneself as overbenefited results in distress, as
has been confirmed by studies on intimate relations (e.g., Sprecher, 1992;
VanYperen & Buunk, 1990).
. For professionals, the relationship with the recipients of care is inequitable by
us very nature. This relationship 1s basically complementary: the professional is
supposed to provide care, assistance, help, advice, support, and so on, whereas the
recipient is supposed to receive. Nevertheless, many professionals look for some
rewards in retum for their efforts; for example, they expect the recipients of their
care to show gratitude, or to make a real effort to get well. However, these
expectations are seldom fulfilled because recipients are 1n need of help and take the
efforts of the professional for granted (cf. Maslach, 1982; Maslach & Jackson,
1982). In addition, recipients may be unmotivated to follow advice or guidelines
and therefore improve only slowly, adding to the inequity as experienced by the
professionals.
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PROFESSIONAL-ORGANIZATION RELATIONS

The notion that the employee-organization relation can be understood in terms of
an exchange relation goes back to Barnard (1938). Social exchange models assume
that individuals pursue equity 1n the employee—organization relation (Hatfield &
Sprecher, 1984). Thus, employees feel that they contribute to the organization with
their work (e.g., time, effort) and therefore they expect in return rewards or
inducements from the organization (e.g., salary, esteem, promotion, career ad-
vancement) that are proportional to their contributions. .

Organizational conditions such as pay equity, lack of control over one’s work,
lack of role clanty, and lack of support by management have been shown to be
important determinants of burnout (Schaufeli & Buunk, 1996). It is therefore likely
that not only inequity in the professional-recipient relation, but also perceived
inequity 1n the relation between professional and orgamization may play a role 1n
the development of burnout (Masiach & Jackson, 1984).

Previous research has demonstrated the usefulness of equity theory as a theo-
retical framework for analyzing the employer—employee relations 1n organizations
(Hatfield & Sprecher, 1984). However, most investigations were laboratory studies,
typically examining employees’ reaction to inequitable payment (Mewday, 1991).
Although these studies generally support the predictions of equity theory (for a
review, see Hatfield & Sprecher, 1984), to date there has been little field research
(Summers & Hendnx, 1991). Nevertheless, field studies in related areas such as
fairness (which encompasses equity) (e.g., Sashkin & Williams, 1990), or inequity
in co-worker or supervisor relations (e.g., Buunk, Doosje, Jans, & Hopstaken, 1993)
confirm the hypothesized curvilinear relation between equity and distress 1n organ-
izational settings.

INEQUITY AND BURNOUT

The main aim of this study is to investigate the relation between burnout and
1nequity as experienced by human service professionals. In addition to burnout, the
Austin Measure (Austin, 1972), which assesses feelings of contentment and dis-
tress, was included. This is traditionally used to measure distress caused by
perceptions of inequity in intimate relations. By including this instrument our
results can be compared to other studies of intimate relations. Recent studiesamong
nurses (VanYperen, Buunk, & Schaufel, 1992; Schaufelr & Janczur, 1994) and
general practitioners (Van Dierendonck, Schaufeli, & Sixma, 1994) showed that
perceptions of inequity are related to all three dimensions of burnout. However, the
measures used in these studies allowed for underbenefited inequity only (e.g., “How
often do you feel you invest more 1n the relation with patients than you receive back
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n return?”). However, according to equity theory, overbenefited inequity is ex-
pected to be related to distress (e g , burnout) as well. Human service professionals
often consider their job a calling and perceive the responsibility for others’
well-being as their primary concern (Cherniss, 1980). Therefore, they are likely to
be deeply personally involved in their relationships with recipients and, thus, as in
intimate relationships, feeling overbenefited is likely to be stressful.

Measurement of Equity

The measures of equity used 1n this study are based upon research 1nto the effects
of inequity 1n intimate relationships. In this area, two measures of equity have been
successfuily applied: a detailed and a global measure. In the detailed measure,
respondents are asked to indicate separately the contributions and outcomes of
themselves and of their partner, respectively. Next, the perception of equity 15
calculated by the researcher, using the so-called Adams formula (Adams, 1965;
Harris, 1983). The global measure asks to indicate on a single item the overall
perception of equity (the so-called Hatfield Global Measure; Hatfield, Traupmann,
Sprecher, Utne, & Hay, 1985). To date the concurrent validity of both equity
measures is unclear. Occasional studies that have used global as well as detailed
measures report poor correlations (Lujanski & Mikula, 1983; Prins, Buunk &
VanYperen, 1993; VanYperen & Buunk, 1990). On the other hand, Prins et al.
(1993) concluded that both measures lead to similar results when it comes to
confirming the predictions of equily theory. We followed the suggestion of Lujanski
and Mikula (1983) to include global as well as detailed measures in order to study
equity from different perspectives.

In this research, equity is assessed in direct comparison with the exchange other
(i.e., the recipient and the organization, respectively). Although this is the usual
practice in studies on interpersonal relations, in organizational studies the compari-
sonreferents are often other workers in similar jobs (e.g., Lord & Hohenfeld, 1979).
However, because of the experimental design employed in most studies the com-
parison referent was controlled by the researcher. In nonexperimental studies such
as the present investigation, the subject’s choice of a comparison referent 1s quite
difficult to control. Besides, as was noted by Pritchard (1969), 1t 1s unclear which
and how many others a person will choose as comparison referents, whether such
a choice is stable in time, and how comparable comparison referents are. Because
of these fundamental problems, Pritchard proposed an ‘internal standard’ of com-
parison instead of a comparison person. By measuring equity in direct exchange
with the organization instead of another comparison person the difficulties of
determining the comparison referent were circumvented. In addition, this procedure
ensured a direct comparison of the results with respect to interpersonal and
organizational equity refations
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Gender Differences

The current study also explores whether there are gender differences n the
perceptions of equity and whether gender differences play arole in the hypothesized
relation between inequity and burnout. Women are supposed to have a more
empathic attitude, are less outcome or result driven and are, therefore, more likely
to allocate rewards equally, whereas men are more likely to allocate rewards
equitably (Hatfield & Sprecher, 1984). Accordingly, it could be expected that men
feel more upset than women in cases of inequity. Unfortunately, research is
inconclusive: some studies support these assumptions, whereas other studies re-
ported the opposite. For instance, in intimate relationships both men (e.g., Buunk
& VanYperen, 1989) and women (e.g., Sprecher, 1992) feel distressed when they
experience inequity in the relation with their partner. Similar contradictory findings
have been found in relation to burnout: among general practitioners only for the
men was inequity related to burnout (Van Dierendonck & Sixma, 1994), whereas
among nurses only for the women was inequity related to burnout (VanYperen, et
al., 1992).

N
Work Settings

The current investigation includes two quite different work settings, which are
studied separately. Study 1 includes therapists who are employed at a forensic
psychiatric center in The Netherlands. Dutch law offers the possibility to enforce
a combination of imprisonment and treatment on criminal offenders who have
committed severe crimes (e.g., manslaughter, rape, arson). That 1s, criminals who
are considered to be a severe danger to society and who are not held (fully)
accountable for their deeds, are confined in a forensic psychiatric center for
treatment (possibly preceded by a prison sentence). The staff of these centers serves
both as therapist and as prison guard; i.., their work balances on the boundary of
treatment and guarding. A common psychopathologic feature of these mentaily
disturbed inmates is their inability to maintain ‘normal’ social relations, which is
the hallmark of the psychopathic personality disorder that 1s most frequenty
observed in these centers. Hence, as a rule, interpersonal relations with inmates are
very difficult to develop, because they try to use the professional for their own
purposes. Yet, such relations are crucial for treatment. As in ordinary prisons,
inmates view therapists as agents of repression or oppression (Poole & Regoli,
1981). 1t is likely that because of this unbalanced interpersonal relation with
inmates, prison officers and therapists are particularly vulnerabie to burnout (cf.
Whitehead, 1989). Inmates will seldom provide the rewards that are necessary for
an equitable relationship. Accordingly, underbenefited inequity 1s likely to occur,
whereas only few therapists will perceive themselves as overbenefited.
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TABLE 1
Level of Burnout

Nurses (n = 667) t-test

Sample 2 (n = 189)

Sample | (n = 112)
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SD
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notional exhaustion
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Revised scale
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438

285

9

52

rsonal accomplishment

**p< Ol ***p < 001
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(organizational equity), each with two different measures, (a) detailed and (b)
global. In advance, examples of investments in and outcomes from the relation were
described (e.g., time, patience, effort, appreciation, gratitude). Next, for the first
(detailed) measure, questions were asked about the investments in the relationship
of both parties, and about their outcomes (4 items). For example: “Overall, how
much effort do you feel you put into the relations with inmates?” and “Overall, how
much do you feel inmates benefit from their relations with you?” A 7-point scale
was used, ranging from very little (1) to very much (7) The degree of equity was
calculated by using the Adams formula: outcomes self/inputs self minus outcomes
other/inputs other (Adams, 1965). This formula is mathematically equivalent to the
formulas of Walster etal. (1978) and Anderson (1976), since our scales do not allow
negative investments or outcomes. The second measure 1s based upon the Hatfield
Global Measure of equity (Hatfield et al., 1985). Respondents were requested to
consider their investments 1n and outcomes from the relation involved and were
then asked to endorse the answer that best characterized this relation. Seven possible
answers were presented, ranging from -3 to +3. For instance: “The organization
invests much more than it gains from me” (+3); “The organization and I invest and
gain equally” (0); “I invest much more 1n my work than I gain from the organiza-
tion” (-3).

Correlations between both measures are r=.73 (p =< .01), and r= .35 (p < .01)
for organizational and interpersonal equity, respectively.

Results

Burnout level.  Anindication of the level of burnout is obtained by comparing
the scores of the therapists with a reference group of 667 Dutch nurses from different
health-care settings (Schaufeli & Van Dierendonck, 1993). The original five-item
depersonalization scale is used here for reasons of comparabulity.

Table 1 shows that the therapist’s level of emotional exhaustion is comparable
to that of the nurses in the reference group. However, feelings of depersonalization
and reduced personal accomplishment are observed to be significantly more
frequent among therapists than among nurses.

Burnout, contentment/distress, and equity. Next, it was examined
whether—and in what way—perceptions of equity are related to burnout and
feelings of contentment and distress. Because it was expected that equity is
curvilinearly related to burnout and contentment/distress (Hypotheses 1 and 2),
MANOVAs with polynomial contrasts were carried out. Polynomial contrasts
provide a test for both linear and quadratic effects. A curvilinear effect of equity is
demonstrated 1f a significant quadratic effect 1s produced. However, if only the
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linear trend is significant, a linear relation exists between equity and burnout
(contentment/distress).

Two MANOV As were conducted for each type of equity measure (detailed and
global) and included the three burnout dimensions and the four elements of the
Austin Measure as dependent variables, respectively.

Table 2 shows that in their relations with inmates, therapists only occasionally
felt overbenefited (about 5%), whereas the majority (about 84%) feit underbene-
fited according to both measures. As expected, therapists who—according to the
Adams formula—recerved more back in return from their inmates felt significantly
more content and less angry than those who perceived themselves underbenefited.
For equity according to the Hatfield Global Measure a similar linear relation was
found for happiness. However, neither equity-measure showed a curvilinear rela-
tion with the Austin Measure. This means that in the relation with inmates it is not

TABLE 2
Equity and Contenlment/Distress in the Relation With Inmates,
Sample 1
F-Value
Under-
benefit Equity Overbenefit Linear Quadratic
Adams formula (n=92) (n=11]) (n=17)

Conient 244 282 2.86 5.24* 22

Happy 236 255 229 o1 88

Angry 287 2.55 229 543+ 06

Guilty 183 173 229 332 3.07
Multivanate effect 368* .05

Emotional exhaustion 148 85 167 .02 9.98*+

Depersonalization 81 59 73 .66 1.00

Personal

accomphishment 261 267 260 .03 06
Multivariate effect 28 3.27*
Hatfield measure (n=93) (n=11) (n=6)

Content 248 267 240 02, 1.00

Happy 230 2,58 3.20 1153 1.58

Angry 283 275 240 176 48

Guilty 181 208 200 89, 36
Mullivariaie effecl 521 148

Emotional exhaustion 145 124 138 19 4?2

Depersonalization 82 64 53 33 00

Personal

accomplishment 257 287 287 282 25

Multivanate effect 193 39

*=p< 05 **=p< 0] ¥**=p< 00l
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equity that is associated with more contentment or less distress. Rather, the more
therapists received back in return from their inmates, the more content and happy
and the less angry they felt.

With respect to burnout, a significant multivariate quadratic effect was found
for equity according to the Adams formula. This effect was, at univariate level, the
result of emotional exhaustion. Those therapists who perceived their relations with
inmates as equitable were least exhausted, whereas those who felt either overbene-
fited or underbenefited were more emotionally exhausted. It is noteworthy that,
contrary to expectations, therapists who perceived themselves as overbenefited felt
most exhausted. No significant effect on burnout (linear nor quadratic) was found
for equity according to the Hatfield Global Measure.

Accordingly, hypothesis 1 is partly confirmed. Although a significant curvilin-
ear relation between burnout and equity (as measured by the Adams formula) was
found, closer inspection revealed that only for one dimension (i.e., emotional
exhaustion) was the pattern of the relation as expected.

In the relation with the organization, nobody felt overbenefited (see Table 3).
About 70% of the therapists felt underbenefited according to both equity measures.
Unfortunately, since nobody perceived themselves overbenefited, a curvilinear
effect as predicted in hypothesis 2 could not be tested. Two significant multivariate
effects were pbserved, both pertaining to the Austin measure. More particularly,
on the univariate level, therapists who experienced an equitable relation with the
organization felt more content (according to the Adams formula and to the Hatfield
measure) and more happy (according to the Hatfield measure). No significant
relation was found with both negative elements of Austin’s measure. Only on the
univariate level was a significant effect of equity on burnout observed: therapists
who felt underbenefited (according to the Hatfield measure) were significantly
more emotionally exhausted than therapists who perceived their relation with the
organization as equitable.'

Gender differences. For both levels of equity (interpersonal and organiza-
tional), chi-square tests were executed in order to evaluate gender differences.
However, perceptions of equity were notsignificantly different for men and woman
on either level. For equity according to the Adams formula: %o, = 1.02 (p = .60)
and X%y, = .27 (p = .60) for inmates and the organization, respectively. For equity
according to the Hatfield measure: X,l(z) = .21 (p = .90) and {’) = .52 (p = 47) for
inmates and the organizatton, respectively.

1

In add 1t was i d whelher per of equity on both levels (interpersonal and
or 1) showed a combined effect on bumout and contentment/distress, respectively. However,
no sigmificant inleraction effects were found for both equity measures
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Next, it was tested whether perceptions of inequity were differently related to
burnout for men and women. Because the overbenefited condition was represented
by only two female and four male therapists, they were removed prior to the
analysis. Using the Adams formula, no significant gender x equity interaction effect
was found, neither on the multivariate nor on the univariate level: Wilks’s A = .97
(p = .36) for the inmates as well as for the organization. Similar nonsignificant
results were obtained with the Hatfield Global Measure: Wilks’s A = .96 (p = .26)
and Wilks's A = 94 (p = .08) for the inmates and the organization, respectively.
Hence, it 1s concluded (a) that male and female therapists do not differ in ther
perceptions of equity, and (b) that perceptions of equity are not differently related
to burnout for men and women.

TABLE 3
Equity and Contentment/Distress in the Relation With Organization, Sample 1
F-Value
Under-
benefit Equity Overbenefit Linear Quadratic
Adams formula (n=90) (n=20)
Content 287 329 947*
Happy 241 27 369
Angry 220 190 352
Guilty 150 1.50 14
Mulnvanate effect 314+
Emotional exhaustion 145 121 2.60
Depersonalization 76 84 48
Personal
accomplishment 263 261 04
Multivanate effect 145
Haifield measure (n=178) (n=36)
Conlent 276 333 3023*
Happy 233 275 10.86%**
Angry 217 206 84
Guilty 145 158 109
Multivanate effect 8 43%*+
Emotional exhaustion 151 123 481+
Depersonalization 80 15 39
Personal
accomplishment 260 263 08
Muluivanate effect 159

*=p< 05 **=p< Ol ***=p< 001
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STUDY 2
Method
Sample

The sample consists of 189 professionals who are employed in small-scale
institutions for the mentally handicapped (response rate 73%). Of these, 26% (n =
49) are male and 74 % (n = 140) are female. The mean age 1 35.1 years (SD =7.0)
and they have been employed for an average of 7.1 years (SD = 4.6) at the current
institution. The working experience does not differ significantly between the two
studies (p = .43). The age of the professionals in Study 2 1s significantly lower than
in Study 1 (p = .03). As in Study 1, the number of the participants in the analysis
varies slightly because of occasional missing data.

Measures

The measures were similar to those used 1n Study 1, except that 1n the items
related to the relation with recipients, “inmates” was replaced By “residents.” As in
Study 1, the reliability of the burnout scales was sufficient (see Table 1). In this
study, the correlations between the two equity measures were r = .54 (p <.01), and
r=.18 (p <.01) for the organization and the residents, respectively. As in Study 1,
both equity measures are more strongly related at the organizational level than at
the nterpersonal level. When correlations are weighted for sample size, 7= .63 (p
< .01), and r= 25 (p < .01) for the organization and the recipients, respectively.

Resuilts

Burnout level.  As expected (hypothesis 3), Table 1 shows that staff of Study
2 experienced significantly less emotional exhaustion, less depersonalization, and
more personal accomplishment than the therapists of Study 1. In addution, levels
of burnout were significantly lower than the nurses’ sample. Accordingly, the
hypothesis is supported that therapists in a forensic psychiatric setting experience
higher levels of burnout than staff working with the mentally handicapped.

Burnout, contentment/distress and equity.  AsinStudy 1, the relations of
equity with burnout and contentment/distress were examined using MANOV As
with polynomial contrasts. About 6% to 10% felt overbenefited, 61% felt under-
benefited, and 31% perceived the relation with residents as equitable 1 terms of
\nvestments and outcomes (see Table 4). This distribution differed significantly
from thatin Study 1 (= 18.50; p <.001 and ¥’y = 19.26; p < .001 for the Adams
formula and the Hatfield Global Measure, respectively). As expected, the profes-
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TABLE 4
Equity and Contentment/Distress in the Relation With Residents, Sample 2

F-Value
Under-
benefit Equity Overbenefit Linear Quadratic
Adams formula (n=109) (n=54) (n=18)

Content 314 37 32 35 05

Happy 310 313 IR 64 17

Angry 211 21 233 60 336

Guilty 178 183 183 26 02
Multivanate effect 34 106

Emotional exhaustion 116 11 166 833 8 14*+

Depersonalization a1 39 73 [ I A 10 04**

Personal

accomplishment 13 332 292 113 806+
Multivaniate effect 4 334+ 481+
Hatfield measure (n=113) (n=61) (n=11)

Content 309 325 309 05 125

Happy 306 323 318 67 36

Angry 220 216 227 Is 57

Guilty 180 174 200 109 212
Multivanate effect 47 87

Emotional exhaustion 125 105 149 9 504*

Depersonaltzation 42 41 64 307 299

Personal

accomplishment 312 327 297 57 33

Mullivariate effect 102 214

*=p< 05 *=p< 0] ***=p< 00l

sionals irf the present study felt less underbenefited than the therapists in Study 1
as far as interpersonal relations with recipients are concerned. Thus, hypothesis 3
1s confirmed.

There were no linear nor curvilinear significant effects of interpersonal equity
on the fgur elements of the Austin measure. That is, the level of contentment or
distress is unrelated to the percerved level of equity 1n the relation with residents.
Burnout, on the other hand, was significantly related to equity. The Adams formula
produced both linear and quadratic effects in relation to all three dimensions. The
Hatfield Global Measure produced similar effects, although only one univariate
q}xadratic effect (emotional exhaustion) reached significance. Surpnisingly, profes-
sionals who experienced themselves as overbenefited on the interpersonal level
repprted higher levels of burnout than those who perceived their relations with
residents as either equitable or underbenefited. The level of burnout was quite
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comparable for the last two groups. Accordingly, hypothesis 1 about the curvilinear
effect of interpersonal equity is confirmed, at least as far as burnout is concerned.

Few staff in Study 2 considered themselves overbenefited (about 3%) in the
relation with the organization; the vast majority (about 80%) felt underbenefited
(see Table 5). The distribution of respondents across categortes differs significantly
between both studies as far as the Hatfield Global Measure is concerned (xzm =
6.14; p = .04), whereas the Adams formula just failed to produce significant results
(X’ = 447, p = .11). That is, the professionals in Study 2 perceive their relation
with the organization as less equitable than the therapists in Study 1.

None of the elements of the Austin measure was significantly related to equity.
However, emotional exhaustion was quadratically related to equity according to
the Adams formula on the univariate level. As in the relation with residents, the

TABLE §
Equity and Contenlment/Distress in the Relation With Organization, Sample 2
F-Value
Under- Over- ~ Under/
benefit Equity benefit Linear  Quadratic Equity
Adams formula (n=145) (n=29) (n=7)
Content 312 321 300 20 82 41
Happy 310 307 342 190 175 05
Angry 221 203 214 41 87 378
Guilty 177 179 200 130 60 04
Mullivanate effect 153 145 125
Emotional ..
exhaustion 127 83 131 06 516 1085
Depersonalization 45 3.4 56 27 2.52 236
Personal
accomplishment 314 325 301 17 124 103,
Multivariate effect 27 178 361
Hatfield measure (n=146) (n=37) (n=2)
Content 316 314 300 16 o9 05
Happy 316 303 350 54 1.49 147
Angry 222 211 200 53 02 166
Guilty 176 192 150 31 144 228
Multivanate effect 41 85 1.87
Emotional .
exhaustion 127 97 55 293 30 637
Depersonalization 44 4.0 40 04 o1 41
Personal
accomplishment 316 315 300 18 08 08,
Multivanate effect 154 23 276

*=pec 05 **=p< Ol ***=p< 00]
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level of emotional exhaustion was higher among staff who felt either over- or
underbenefited than among staff who felt equitably treated. For reasons of compa-
rability with Study 1, F values are presented of underbenefited versus equity at
organizational level. No significantdifferences on the Austin measure are observed
between these two groups. The level of emotional exhaustion is significantly lower
among staff who felt equitably treated, compared to the overbenefited group *
Accordingly, hypothests 2 about the curvilinear effect of equity at the orgamza-
tional level 1s confirmed as far as burnout (particularly emotional exhaustion) is
concerned.

Gender differences. For equity on both levels, chi-square tests were exe-
cuted to evaluate gender differences. As in Study 1, perceptions of equity did not
differ between men and women, neither at the interpersonal nor at the orgamizational
level. For equity according to the Adams formula: o= 4.39 (p = .11) and X*) =
2.80 (p = .25) for inmates and the organization, respectively. For equity according
to the Hatfield measure: x’c) = 1.71 (p = .43) and oy = 81 (p = .67) for inmates
and the organization, respectively. It should be noted that in the relation with the
organization, 1t was all women who felt overbenefited.

The interaction between gender and perceptions of inequity as assessed with the
Adams formula was not significant for burnout: Wilks's A = .99 (p = .59) and
Wilks's A = .99 (p = .65) for residents and the organization, respectively. Similar
nonsignificant results were obtained with Hatfield's Global Measure: Wilks’'s A =
.99 (p = .81) and Wilks’s A = .98 (p = 31) for residents and the organization,
respectively. As in Study 1, it 1s concluded that men and women do not differ in
their perceptions of equity and that the relation of equity with burnout is similar for
men and women.

DISCUSSION

In this study, four hypotheses were tested in two independent samples that include
therapists from a forensic psychiatric center (Study 1) and staff of small-scale
institutions working with the mentally handicapped (Study 2), respectively. This
section discusses these hypotheses and two additional issues that have been
explored: the convergent validity of both equity measures and the role of gender.

‘Asmn Study 1, 11 was galed whether percep of equily at the Inlerpersonal and orgamza-
tional level showed a combined effect on burnout and contentment/distress, respectively Again, on
neilher aspecl was a significant interaction effect found
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Curvilinear Relations (Interpersonal Level)

It was assumed that burnout and feelings of contentment/distress are curvilinearly
related to interpersonal equity (hypothesis 1). This hypothesis was confirmed for
burnout, at least as far as Adams’s equity formula 1s concerned; with the exception
of emotional exhaustion 1 Study 2, no significant curvilinear effects were found
with Hatfield’s Global Measure. However, closer inspection revealed that, contrary
to expectations, the overbenefited group reported higher burnout levels than the
underbenefited group. This is remarkable, since equity theory predicts the opposite
(Adams, 1965). The robustness of this finding is enhanced by the fact that 1t 1s
observed 1n both samples that are characterized by quite different professional-re-
cipient relations. Furthermore, the result was replicated on the organizational level
in Study 2: staff who felt overbenefited reported higher burnout levels than those
who felt underbenefited.

A possible explanation for the high level of burnout (especially emotional
exhaustion) among those who feel overbenefited 1s that professionals enter into
relationships with recipients with particular expectations. Instead of an equitable
relation, as would be expected in intimate refationships, an underbenefited relation
1s expected from the outset. It can be speculated that, as a result, one’s emotional
reactions toward feeling under- or overbenefited will differ: Less distress 1s Iikely
to occur than would be the case in inequitable intimate relations. Professional-re-
cipient relationships are asymmetrical by their very nature, and 1t was suggested by
Austin and Walster that “Expectancy ameliorates distress, even when a person
clearly realizes that the expected event is inequitable” (1974, p. 208). Consequently,
an overbenefited relationship runs counter to the professional’s attitude (which is
directed at giving) in such a strong and fundamental way that 1t might become
stressful in itself. Following this line of reasoning, one would expect that those
professionals who feel overbenefited (or equitably treated) report higher levels of
guilt than the underbenefited group. Although the relation between inequity and
guilt were not significant, Tables 2 and 4 show a promusing trend. For instance, in
Study 1, linear as well as curvilinear relation between interpersonal equity and guilt
approach significance.

Contrary to what 1s commonly found in studies on intimate relations (e.g.,
Traupmann, Petersen, Utne, & Hatfield, 1981), our study reveals that the four
elements of the Austin measure (i.e., contentment, happiness, anger, and guilt) are
linearly related to inequity, at least 1n Study 1. This finding is in line with that
reported by Sprecher (1992), who found that expectations of being underbenefited
were more strongly related to anger, depresston, less guilt, happiness, contentment,
satisfaction, and love than expectations of being overbenefited. The fact that
curvilinear relations were found between interpersonal equity and burnout (espe-
cially emotional exhaustion) but not between equity and the four general elements
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of the Austin Measure illustrates the specificity of burnout as a stress reaction
among human service professionals.

Curvilinear Relations (Organizational Level)

It was assumed that burnout and feelings of contentment/distress are curvilinearly
related to organizational equity (hy pothesis 2). Unfortunately, this hypothesis could
not be tested 1n Study 1, since none of the therapists felt overbenefited in their
relation with the center. In Study 2, hypothesis 2 was confirmed only on a univariate
level for emotional exhaustion when the Adams formula was used. As in the case
of the former hypothesis, no significant curvilinear effects were found for feelings
of contentment/distress. When the underbenefited groups were compared with the
equitable groups, the former felt — as expected — less content, less happy, and
more burned-out.

The finding in both studies that the vast majority felt underbenefited in relation
to their organization erther suggests that 1t 1s genuinely difficult for an organization
to produce in their workers a sense of faitness, or 1t signifies that quite some effort
from the part of the management 1s still required. Since field studies on this issue
are lacking (Mowday, 1991), no decision about the plausibility of either interpre-
tation can be made.

Levels of Burnout

It was assumed that levels of burnout are higher among therapists working with
criminal offenders than among staff working with mentally disabled (hypothesis
3). This hypothesis was clearly supported for all three dimensions of burnout. In
addition, the therapists reported significantly more feelings of depersonalization
and reduced personal accomplishment than nurses from a large reference sample.
This finding illustrates our assumption that both studies are situated at opposite
ends of a continuum with respect to the nature of the professional-recipient contact.

Perceptions of Equity

Fourth, 1t was assumed that higher levels of interpersonal inequity exist among
therapists working with criminal offenders than among staff working with mentally
disabled (hypothesis 4) This hypothesis was clearly confirmed for both equity
measures that were used. However, the perception of interpersonal equity differed
between the two studies. [n the sample of professionals who work with the mentaily
disabled, the group that perceived their relations with recipients as equitable was
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three times as large as among those who work with forensic psychiatric inmates.
In addition, 10% of the professionals of Study 2 perceived their relation with
recipients as overbenefited, whereas in Study 1 only 6% of the therapists felt
overbenefited. These findings confirm that the nature of professional-recipient
relations differs considerably between the two studies. Working with the mentaily
disabled seems to be more rewarding than working with inmates. As was already
noted by Jackson et al. (1986), not every professional-recipient contact is one that,
by definition, will resultin burnout. Nevertheless, it 1s all the more remarkable that,
despite these differences, similar curvilinear effects on burnout were observed in
both samples. Social exchange processes seem to be similar and are more or less
independent of the specific setting in which the interpersonal relation is embedded.

On the organizational level, the majority of the professionals felt underbenefited
in both studies. In Study 2, only a small group felt overbenefited (3%), whereas in
Study | this fecling was totally absent. It seems that professionals almost never feel
that their organization is providing enough ncentives. This echoes the findings of
Maslach and Jackson (1984) who, when they asked police officers and teachers to
generate a list of distressing aspects of their work, ended up with a list that included

organizational conditions exclusively.
“a

Validity of the Equity Measures

The correlations between the two measures differ considerably depending on the
relation measured. For perceptions of equity at the organizational level, the corre-
lations were high, whereas at the mterpersonal level, only low correlations were
found. This result suggests that as far as equity measured at organizational level is
concerned, the convergent validity is good. However, at interpersonal levels, our
findings are similar to those reported by Prins at al. (1993). The analyses into the
relation between inequity and burnout showed that the Adams formula provided
results that better correspond to equity theory than the Hatfield measure. Prins et
al. (1993), who used 1dentical measures to judge (in)equity among married couples,
found similar results for both measures. They concluded that people are cogmitively
capable of using an equity formula themsel ves, as is done with the Hatfield measure.
Our results suggest that this ability is influenced by the type of relation that is being
judged. Possibly, the level of abstraction necessary for judging a relation using the
Hatfield formula is more easily reached in 1ntimate relations because both partners
have comparable input and outcomes. For other relations it might be necessary to
differentiate outcomes and input and calculate the degree of equity afterwards, as
1s done with the Adams formula. It should be noticed, however, that this does not
exclude the Hatfield formula as a measure of equity because, in the relation with
residents (Study 2), there 1s a significant quadratic.relation of equity as assessed
with the Hatfield measure with emotional exhaustion.
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Gender Differences

The analyses of gender differences is important because unequal gender distribu-
tions might be responsible for differential outcomes in both studies. In Study 2,
where the majority of the professionals 1s female, the relation with recipients is
perceived as more equitable, and there was a significant curvilinear relation with
depersonalization and personal accomplishment. As 1t turned out, the results
showed no significant gender differences in the distribution of equity (underbene-
fited, equitable, and overbenefited) in either study. In addition, the curvilinear
effects of inequity upon burnout could not be accounted for by differences in gender
distribution.

Limitations

This research obviously has certain limitations. First, since this 1s a cross-sectional
study, cause—effect explanations are tentative. One could speculate that burnout
precedes perceptions of equity instead of vice versa. Van Dierendonck et al. (1994)
reported such a relation with a model that encothpassed a negative feedback loop
whereby harassment by patients was related to inequity, which, in turn, was related
to burnout. The negative attitudinal dimension of burnout (i.e., depersonalization
and reduced personal accomplishment) was again related to harassment, thereby
closing the feedback loop. Maslach (1982) suggests that in an effort to reduce
emotional arousal, professionals might use psychological withdrawal by diminish-
ing their performance, avoiding tasks, and hiding behind rules. When, as a result,
the quality of care deteriorates, professionals might blame themselves. This could
lead to perceptions of getting more than one deserves. The low level of personal
accomplishment and the high level of depersonalization among overbenefited
professionals in Study 2 could be explained along this line of reasoning. Second,
the small size of the samples reduces the possibility of finding significant effects
in relation to feeling overbenefited. However, despite this poor statistical power,
we were able to show significant effects, which strengthens the validity of our
findings. Future studies into the relation between inequity and burnout should,
therefore, be longitudinal and include larger samples.

Conclusions

What kind of general conclusions can be drawn from these results? First, the results
of this study indicate that equity theory may serve as a relevant theoretical
framework for enhancing our understanding of the etiology of burnout among
human service professionals (Buunk & Schaufeli, 1993). The majority of profes-
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sionals perceive themselves in their relation with recipients and the organization as
underbenefited. Moreover in both samples, (in)equity in therelation with recipients
seems to be curvilinearly related to burnout, especially with emotional exhaustion.
Second, the perception of (in)equity is more adequately assessed by using the
specific Adams formula instead of the general Hatfield measure. Third, perceptions
of being underbenefited are related to distress, but feeling overbenefited is related
to distress somewhat stronger. Finally, professionals might feel underbenefited,
without necessarily experiencing more negative emotions or burnout, than col-
leagues who feel equitably treated.
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