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Chapter 1

GENERAL INTRODUCTION
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1.1 Scope
The impact of work related stress on well-being and health has been the subject of a
vast amount of research. So far, little attention has been given to the assessment of
ongoing psychological and physiological processes occurring while actually at work.
This is somehow surprising, since substantiating the effects of work stress during
prolonged periods in the work environment is needed to underpin the claimed
mechanisms linking stress to ill health. The present thesis uses recent theorising as
well as developments in instrumentation and methodology to thoroughly test
assumptions concerning the effects of work stress in the daily environment.

Several studies have shown Effort-Reward Imbalance (ERI) at work to account for a
substantial proportion of the incidence and prevalence of cardiovascular disease
(Bosma et al, 1998; Siegrist, 1996a Siegrist 1996b), and other health related problems
(Peter et al., 1998). Although interesting from an epidemiological point of view,
merely identifying populations “at risk” using single assessments (trait-like measures)
of ERI is not enough to fully understand the effects ERI on the individual. More
information about an individual’s state is needed to unravel probable underlying
mechanisms of ERI.

To date, most studies that assess the short-term effects of ERI are cross-sectional,
merely providing a “snap-shot” of an individual’s state. The theory claims that ERI is
associated with “emotional distress” and “sustained activation of the autonomic
system” (Siegrist, 1996b), but it remains unclear what this means. Physiological
measurements in the laboratory (Siegrist 1996a), have shown that ERI is associated
with a decreased task elicited blood pressure reactivity. However, these laboratory
findings are not necessarily true for everyday life, thus it’s ecological validity remains
low. To increase the ecological validity of psychological and physiological data,
ongoing measurements throughout the day have to be performed (Reich et al., 1988;
Schwartz et al., 1996; Sloan et al., 1994; Stone & Shiffman, 1992 & 1994; Delespaul,
1995; van Eck, 1996 & van Eck et al., 1996; Hockey, 1997; Shaprio et al, 1997;
Schwartz & Stone, 1998). The studies described in the current thesis are a further step
in this direction.

To explore the short-term effects of ERI, information about an individual’s
psychological and biological pattern throughout the day, associated with his or her
perceived imbalance is needed. For instance, it is tested whether ERI is associated
with an individual’s affective state (e.g. negative mood), increased actual demands at
work, or physiological state (e.g. lower vagal tone, or disturbed hypothalamo-
pituitary-adrenocortical (HPAC) axis reactivity). This information can be used to
increase the psychological usability of ERI, for example by introducing precautions
(e.g. prevention, intervention and counselling), to reduce the adverse effects of ERI.
Thus, both from a scientific and therapeutic perspective it is useful to unravel what
short-term (i.e. daily or within-day) psychological and physiological factors are
associated with psychosocial risk factors.

In sum, the present thesis documents the daily effects of ERI by performing within-
day psychological and physiological measurements at work. First, to set the stage for
this research, the ERI theory supplemented with some psychological and
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psychological expansions is briefly presented in the remainder of this introduction.
Second, an outline of the methodological aspects of the rather complicated within-day
measurements is presented. Finally, a summary of the research hypotheses and a thesis
outline are given.

1.2 The Effort-Reward Imbalance theory

The importance of individual and organisational factors (and their interaction) with
respect to health and disease, has been elaborated in social exchange theories.
Basically, this set of theories emphasises the importance of reciprocal relationships
(Maus, 1925; Levi-Straus, 1969), feelings of fairness (Stouffer et al., 1949), social
interdependence (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) and equity (Adams, 1963) for the
successful functioning and health. Social exchange theories offer an explanation for
the prevalence of a situation (person-environment mismatch) that seems non-
beneficial to the subject. These theories emphasise that it is the perception and
evaluation of social exchange in relationships (i.e. between individual and
organisation) that determine successful functioning and health. Inequitable situations
lead to distress, which motivates individuals to restore equity (Walster et al., 1973).
Individuals will strive to maximise their outcomes and minimise their inputs (Adams,
1965).

A specific social exchange theory, the 'effort-reward imbalance' theory (Siegrist,
1996a), provides promising integrative modelling of relations between psychosocial
characteristics of work and health outcomes. The ERI theory states that a person has a
strong drive to achieve a high social status (i.e. self-regulation). If, for any reason, a
person is not successful in achieving this status, a situation called "social crisis" arises
(Siegrist, 1996a). The theory further states that this (social crisis) will lead to
“emotional distress” and a “sustained activation of the autonomic system”, and
eventually to cardiovascular disease. Imbalance will occur if the effort that is exerted
during work does not correspond with the reward that is obtained. Restoration of the
balance by minimising effort at work, is not an option because the potential risks
(being laid off or facing downward mobility) outweigh the costs of accepting
inadequate benefits. Determining the effects of its key constructs on immediate
psychological and physiological processes throughout the day will test the short-term
implications of ERI. Because testing these short-term implications was never a major
focus of the theory, certain inclarities have to be resolved. For example, the theory
does not clearly state what is meant by autonomic activation. In the present thesis a
specific part of the autonomic nervous system was chosen to reflect autonomic
activation, namely vagal control of the heart. This means that, where necessary, the
theory is expanded, enabling the testing of its short-term effects.

In the effort-reward imbalance theory, three major constructs are distinguished: extrinsic
effort, need for control and reward (see effort-reward imbalance questionnaire in the
appendix). The term ‘extrinsic effort’ (or simply “effort”) refers to perceived working
conditions, like working under a high time pressure, or frequently being interrupted during
work. Reward refers to status control , esteem reward, and monetary gratification
(Matschinger, et al., 1986). ‘Status control’, reflects the opportunity a person has to
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achieve, or have control over, a desired social status (promotion prospects, job security,
status inconsistency). ‘Esteem reward’ reflects experienced respect and support during
work, and ‘monetary gratification’ reflects the job salary relative to co-workers. “Need for
control” refers to need for approval, competitiveness, disproportionate irritability and
inability to withdraw from work. This construct is closely related to aspects of the type A
behaviour pattern, (e.g. hostility and over commitment) which are linked to enhanced
arousal in demanding situations. Subjects with a high ‘need for control’ also tend to
misjudge (i.e. overestimate or underestimate) demanding situations, possibly leading to
excessive efforts even in situations that seem non-beneficial to the subject.

1.3 Expansion of the effort-reward imbalance theory

The effort-reward imbalance theory hypothesises a relation between effort, reward,
need for control on the one hand, and physiological (i.e. “autonomic activation”) and
psychological (“emotional distress”) responses on the other hand. As is argued a.o. by
Hockey (1997), an adequate assessment of the effects of environmental demands on
an individual should include ongoing within-day measurements. To enable the testing
of the above-mentioned hypothesis, some preceding specifications should be made.
Both “autonomic activation” and “emotional distress” have to be defined more
precisely, with special attention to the repeated within-day assessment.

Effort-reward imbalance, distress and psychobiological activation
Ever since first attempted by Cannon (1920) and Selye (1950), much has been learned
about the physiological systems involved in an individual’s response to “stress” or a
chronically demanding environment. In their theories of psychosomatic specificity,
Henry and Meehan (1981), Mason (1968) and Fisher (1993) describe a close
relationship between behavioural and physiological responses in an individual. They
also suggest that the specificity of disease is linked with protracted, differential
patterns of behavioral and physiological responses. In general, two major axes of
psychophysiological and behavioural responses are distinguished: an effort related
sympathetic-adrenomedullary (SAM) axis, and a control related hypothalamo-
pituitary-adrenocortical (HPAC) axis. Other authors have shown or proposed similar
bio-behavioral relations. The SAM axis is mainly associated with effort and coping
(Frankenhaeuser, 1979), whilst the HPAC axis is mainly associated with unsuccessful
coping, and loss of control (Ursin, 1979). On the psychological level it is associated
with helplessness and eventually depressive states. Each activation of the stress
response leads to behavioural and peripheral changes that may be associated with
emotion, cognitive function, behaviour, reproduction, growth and immunity
(Chrousos & Gold, 1992) and sometimes to psychiatric, endocrine and inflammatory
diseases.

At this point it should be emphasised that the definition of effort in the stress literature
differs from the definition used in theories of energetics and human information
processing (Gaillard & Wientjes, 1994). In the ERI-theory, effort reflects enduring
perceptions of the demanding work environment and need for control. In contrast,
theories of energetics and human information processing, (Pribram & McGuiness,
1975; Hockey, 1986), consider effort an emergent result of state-regulation, depletion
of resources, activation or attentional processes. A sharp contrast between the two
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definitions is that in the latter, activation associated with increases in effort is not
necessarily maladaptive.

In the present thesis, perceived effort is also measured throughout the day. This is
referred to as demand, and reflects time pressure, physical demands and interruptions
of work throughout the day. Gaillard & Wientjes (1994), refer to enduring work
demands (e.g. effort and reward) as input. The short-term psychological and
physiological responses are referred to as output (see table 1). Examples of short-term
output variables are: vagal cardiac control, cortisol secretion, mood, demand and
satisfaction. As is described above, effort can be defined as an input variable but also
as an output variable. The former definition will be used throughout the remainder of
this thesis. Input and output variables can lead to processes (e.g. autonomic activation
and emotional distress), that may eventually result in long-term illness or disease (see
table 1). Enduring traits (e.g. need for control, negative affect), can moderate the
short-term and long-term effects of work stress.

Table 1. A categorisation of the psychological and physiological variables used in this thesis.

These considerations can be applied to the physiological concomitants of effort-
reward imbalance. Siegrist (1996b) implies that autonomic activation plays a role in
the pathogenesis of cardiovascular diseases. To date, effort, reward and need for
control have been associated with a decreased laboratory task elicited blood pressure
reactivity (Siegrist, 1996a), but not yet with cardiovascular dynamics throughout an
actual working day. Berntson and co-workers (1991, 1994 & 1997) discuss the
complex mechanisms involved in “autonomic activation” (which they refer to as
“cardiac autonomic control”). From these studies, it has become clear that is incorrect
to refer to the activation of the autonomic nervous system as a generic process. The
two systems involved in cardiac autonomic control: sympathetic and parasympathetic
innervation of the heart can act independently, depending on the type of neural input.
Other studies have shown the balance between these two systems to change as a result
of environmental demands in everyday life (Sloan et al., 1994). A decrease in the
power of the high frequency band of heart rate is an index of parasympathetic
withdrawal (Berntson et al., 1997), and parasympathetic withdrawal has shown to
increase as environmental demands increase (Sloan et al.,1994, Aasman et al., 1987).
Therefore, in the present thesis, it is hypothesised that the perception of demands
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throughout the day will be associated with parasympathetic withdrawal. Low vagal
control of heart rate has been shown to be related to coronary artery disease (Martin et
al., 1987) cardiac events (Liao et al., 1997), and increased mortality (Kleiger et al.,
1987), increasing its relevance for the study of the relation between stress and health.

Workers (chronically) experiencing a high level of imbalance are vulnerable to
feelings of loss of control, or at least of control being threatened. Understandably, and
as put forward by the effort reward imbalance theory, this goes together with
negatively toned emotions. As has been mentioned, this psychological state has been
associated with activation of the HPAC system, resulting in an increased cortisol
output. Cortisol is an important hormone in the regulation of -a/o- metabolic
demands, immune responses, and modulation of catecholaminergic activation of the
cardiovascular system (Stratakis & Chrousos, 1995) as well as immune system
function (Berk et al., 1997). As such, it is of potential vital importance in connecting
work stress and ill health. Caplan (1979) demonstrated that chronic work stress may
lead to higher cortisol levels (i.e. a slower decrease of cortisol throughout the day).
Effort reward imbalance means chronic work stress, and can therefore also be
expected to affect cortisol levels throughout the day. The same goes for negative and
positive affect (Buchanan et al., 1999). Thus, a high effort-reward imbalance and / or
negative affect is expected to be associated with a slower decrease in cortisol levels
and /or elevated levels throughout the day.

1.4 Within-day measurements using Ecological Momentary
Assessments (EMA) or the Experience Sampling Method (ESM)

To enable the assessment and analysis of ongoing (real life, ecologically valid) within-
day psychological and physiological data, a specific method called “Ecological
Momentary Assessment” (EMA) or “Experience Sampling Method” (ESM) was used.
In the remainder of this thesis the term EMA will be used to refer to ongoing within-
day measurements.

Recent technological and methodological advances in the fields of occupational
psychology, behavioural medicine and psychobiological research (Stone & Shiffman,
1994; Delespaul, 1995; Berry, 1997) have enabled the adequate assessment and
analysis of ongoing psychological and physiological processes, including the effects
of personal, environmental, and psychosocial factors on these processes.

The EMA and ESM have been advocated by several authors as an ecologically valid
and reliable method for collecting psychological and physiological data throughout the
day (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1977; Hormuth, 1986; Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1987;
Delespaul, 1995; Lousberg et al., 1995; Stone, & Shiffman, 1994; Schwartz & Stone,
1998). In general, the method entails a self-report of a subject’s experiences, thoughts,
feelings, activities or whereabouts throughout the day over several days. The self-
reports are filled in after an electronic device (palmtop computer, paging device,
watch etc.), prompts the subject at pre-selected but randomised intervals (time-
sampling), or after an event (event-sampling). The self-reports can be coupled with
physiological measurements (e.g. cortisol, blood pressure, heart rate etc.) to gain a
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more comprehensive view of an individual’s psychophysiological state (Stone &
Shiffman, 1994; van Eck, 1996).

Together with cross-sectional data, within-day measurements result in a database that
may be characterised as typically multilevel. The variables in the database can be
characterised according to the frequency of their measurements. In psychobiological
research, the most frequently used levels correspond with “time of day”, “days”,
“weeks”, “months” etc., but can also refer to subject, group, cohort etc. In multilevel
data, lower level variables are nested within higher level variables. For example, if
data is collected several times a day over several days, the level “time of day” is
nested within the level “day”. To analyse multilevel data, several analysis techniques
have been developed. The most elaborate of these is the multilevel analysis or
“random coefficient model” (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1987; Hox 1994; Goldstein, 1995;
Woodhouse et al., 1996; Berry, 1997).
As has been hypothesised earlier, variations in psychological and physiological
variables throughout the day are not only influenced by cross-sectional “trait-like”
factors or environmental factors but also by ongoing within-day factors. Effort, reward
and need for control are usually measured as a trait by means of a questionnaire,
implicitly assuming that this psychological characteristic is continuously and evenly
present.

Consequently, the present research will include assessment of actual effort and reward
measured throughout the day, referred to as “demand” and “satisfaction”,
respectively. The “states” of demand and satisfaction are not considered to be
equivalent but are conceptually related, and to some extent represent the “traits” of
effort and reward. Investigating the relation of demand and satisfaction to within day
assessment of negative and positive mood and to actual physiological status is an
important extension of the study of the assumed stress – health relations. It is argued
(chapter 3) that “demand” and “satisfaction” measured throughout the day are
associated with mood changes throughout the day. This is in accordance with a study
performed by Reich (Reich et al., 1988), who showed that not only negative and
positive mood but also demand and satisfaction are associated with demanding
aspects of the environment. Furthermore, subjects have been shown to differ in their
predisposition for negative mood states (Watson & Clark, 1984). However, the
relationship between state variables (e.g. demand, satisfaction, and mood) and trait
variables (e.g. effort, reward, and trait negative affect) are not well understood, neither
are their effects on physiological status throughout the day. This has motivated the
study of the combined effects of negative and positive affect (i.e. positive affect) as
well as positive and negative mood on the dependant variables. In this thesis, it will
also be argued that the constructs from the effort-reward imbalance model are
associated with changes in cortisol levels (chapter 4) and heart rate variability
throughout the day (chapter 5). In addition to this, the effects of well-known, possibly
confounding variables such as sleep (Murawski & Crabbé, 1960; Campbell, 1992))
gender (Kirschbaum et al., 1992), smoking (van Eck, 1996a), food consumption
(Follenius et al., 1982), time of day (Malliani et al., 1991), and workload (workday
versus day-off; Caplan et al., 1979) will be accounted for.
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1.5 Research aims
This thesis aims at thoroughly testing assumptions, based on the effort-reward
imbalance theory (effort, reward and need for control), regarding the actual
psychological and physiological concomitants of the main constructs described by this
theory, rather than the long-term effects of cardiovascular disease. More specifically,
the effects of effort, reward, and need for control on mood, cortisol levels and vagal
control throughout the day are determined. Additionally, the effects of actual demand
and satisfaction on the same dependent variables will be assessed. An ongoing
multiple occasion sampling method (within-days, over several days), referred to as
EMA is used to collect psychological and physiological data throughout the day.
Finally, the implications of combining traditional cross-sectional assessment methods
with more dynamic multiple occasion sampling, EMA, are discussed, leading to
suggestions for future research.

In order to explore the short-term effects of effort-reward imbalance, a series of
studies were performed. First, the ERI questionnaire was translated into Dutch. From
a scientific point-of-view, merely translating the questionnaire is not enough. Its
reliability and validity also should be established. To achieve this, a large
subpopulation (n=775) of workers were asked to fill in the ERI questionnaire. The
data served as input for a series of factor analyses to determine the questionnaires
psychometric qualities. The first study was followed by three other studies, in a
smaller subpopulation using intensive measurements. The goal of these studies was to
determine the short-term effects of ERI. To achieve this, 77 subjects were equipped
with ambulatory instruments (Kölner Vitaport-I system, Hewlett Packard 100 LX
palm-top computers). Each of these studies focused on a different aspect. In the first
one, focused on the relationships between single assessments of ERI and its within-
day counterparts (demand and satisfaction). The other two focused on explaining
within-day variations of cortisol and heart rate variability. In summary, to explore the
short-term effects of effort-reward imbalance, the following main questions were
asked: (each question is answered in the discussion).

1) Are the basic constructs of the effort-reward imbalance theory (effort, reward and
need for control), adequately measured by the Dutch version of the effort-reward
imbalance questionnaire?

2) (a) What is the relation between the basic constructs of the effort-reward
imbalance theory and its within-day counterparts (demand and satisfaction)?
(b) Which methodological approach should be used to analyse multiple occasion
data (EMA)?

3) What are the effects of effort, reward, need for control and within-day
measurements of demand, satisfaction and mood on autonomic nervous system
vagal activity throughout the day?

4) What are the effects of effort, reward, need for control and within-day
measurements of demand, satisfaction and mood on hypothalamo-pituitary-
adrenocortical (HPAC) axis activity throughout the day?
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1.5 Thesis outline
In the general introduction (chapter 1), support for the choice of the effort-reward
imbalance theory as the starting point of this thesis is given. This is followed by a
description of the modifications that allow a testing of the short-term implications of
this theory. Usually effort-reward imbalance is determined by self-report: the effort-
reward imbalance questionnaire. For the assessment in a Dutch population, a Dutch
version of this questionnaire was developed, of which the psychometric qualities are
described in chapter 2. In the following chapter (chapter 3) a method for determining
the effects of cross-sectional estimates of effort, reward, and need for control on
within-day measurements of demand, satisfaction, and mood is illustrated. The
chapter justifies the use of within-day psychological measurements in combination
with cross-sectional measurements. The next chapter (chapter 4) reports the effects of
effort, reward and need for control as well as demand, satisfaction, and mood on heart
rate variability throughout the day. This provides an insight in the psychological
variables that may influence parasympathetic functioning throughout the day.
Chapter 5 focuses on the effects of effort, reward, and need for control as well as
demand, satisfaction and mood on within-day measurements of cortisol (reflecting
activity of the hypothalamo-pituitary-adrenocortical axis). The final chapter (chapter
6) discusses the results of the various studies.



Chapter 2

The validity and reliability of the Dutch Effort-Reward
Imbalance Questionnaire

Abstract

The reliability and validity of the Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire was tested in a
population of 775 blue and white collar workers in the Netherlands. Half of the population
was used for test-construction, whilst the other half was used for test-validation.
Cronbach’s alpha revealed sufficient internal consistency of all subscales except ‘need for
control’. By performing exploratory probabilistic scaling (Mokken) analysis, the
psychometric qualities of ‘need for control’ was improved. Using confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA), the factorial validity of the ‘extrinsic effort’ and ‘reward’ subscales was
confirmed. A model with three separate dimensions for reward (i.e. status control, esteem
reward and monetary gratification) proved adequate, emphasizing the importance of
distinguishing subscales. The congruent validity of the scales was assessed by testing
whether all factors loaded on the same second order factor. Congruent validity was
confirmed, as well as a hypothesized relationship with an external construct: ‘health
functioning’ (MOS SF-20).
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Introduction

The impact of the work environment on (mental) health and well-being has been amply
demonstrated (e.g. Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Kahn, 1981; Warr, 1987,1994; Cooper &
Payne, 1991; Sauter, Hurrell & Cooper,1989; Karasek & Theorell, 1990; Parkes, 1994;
Marmot, 1994; Schnall, Landsbergis & Becker, 1994; Kasl, 1996). Contemporary theories
about the adverse effects of the work environment are strongly influenced by three
theoretical approaches: the Social Exchange theory (Homans, 1961; Adams, 1963), the
Person-Environment Fit approach (French & Kahn, 1962; French, Caplan & Harrison,
1982; Caplan & Jones, 1975) and the Demand-Control approach of Karasek (1979). More
recently, the Effort-Reward Imbalance theory (Siegrist, 1996a) has been developed,
concerning the relationship between the work environment and employee health. The
researcher who wants to study the effects of this theory is confronted with the problem of
how to measure effort-reward imbalance. Siegrist (1996b) uses both subjective and more
objective methods to measure imbalance. Subjective methods (i.e. perceptions assessed by
paper and pencil), have been associated with risk of coronary heart disease (Bosma et al.,
1998), but also with health functioning (Stansfeld et al., 1998). Based on these encouraging
reports, and on the fact that perceptual measures have many advantages (e.g. replication of
results in different studies) (see also Zapf et al., 1996) we also chose for this assessment
method. In the present paper, the reliability and validity of a questionnaire to assess
‘extrinsic effort’, ‘reward’ and ‘need for control’ (three central constructs in the Effort-
Reward Imbalance theory) is investigated. These analyses will increase the psychometric
quality of the effort-reward imbalance questionnaire, hence adding to the confidence in this
measure. First, as a background for this study, the theory of Effort-Reward Imbalance is
introduced.

As mentioned, one of the most influential approaches of organisational stress is the
Person-Environment Fit approach (French & Kahn, 1962). This approach assumes
that a discrepancy between environmental demands and an individuals’ capabilities
may lead to mental and physical stress reactions (Lazarus, 1991; Frankenhaeuser,
1979). However, the approach has two main shortcomings: Firstly, it does not specify
exactly which of the several objective and subjective aspects of the environment are
responsible for the mental and physical stress reactions. Secondly, the approach does
not explain why a subject does not adapt to the work environment, when a person-
environment misfit is experienced.
The first shortcoming has been addressed by Karasek (1979; Karasek & Theorell,
1990) in the Demand-Control approach. Karasek states that a comprehensive analysis
of the work environment entails two important elements of work: 1) Job Demands or
workload and 2) Decision Latitude or control over objective task characteristics.
According to the approach, stress reactions (distress, sickness absence, depression
etc.) and associated physiological states (like increased blood pressure etc.) are caused
by an interaction between high job demands and poor decision latitude (Marmot &
Theorell, 1988). Since the introduction of the Demand-Control model, it has been
extensively tested, and has proven to predict cardiovascular disease (Schnall et al.,
1994) in particular. However, the approach has not remained entirely free of critique:
First, it focuses on job demands as being the most relevant stress component,
underestimating the role played by sociological factors. Second, it does not take
individual differences (as buffers or enhancers of the stressor-strain relation) into
account.
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Social exchange theories (like the effort-reward imbalance theory) offer an
explanation for the prevalence of a situation (person-environment mismatch) that
seems non-beneficial to the subject. These theories emphasize that it is the perception
and evaluation of social exchange in relationships (i.e. between individual and
organization) that determine successful functioning and health. Inequitable situations
lead to distress, which motivates individuals to restore equity (Walster et al., 1973). It
is assumed that individuals will strive to maximize their outcomes and minimize their
inputs (Adams, 1965). Having a certain personality, (e.g. Type A) may add to this
tendency.

One of the most likely places for Effort-Reward Imbalance to occur is in the work
environment. Perceived imbalance will occur if the extrinsic effort (i.e. time pressure,
increasing demands, responsibility) that is spent during work does not correspond with the
reward that is obtained. As a result, the employee feels that his or her social status is
threatened, leading to emotional distress, changes in physiological (re)activity, and
eventually to cardiovascular disease. The term ‘extrinsic effort’ refers to the perceived
working conditions. For instance, an employee may have the impression that (s)he always
works under a high time pressure because of a high workload, or that he or she is
frequently interrupted during work.
According to the Effort-Reward Imbalance theory, three types of ‘reward’ are
distinguished: 1) status control , 2) esteem reward, and 3) monetary gratification
(Matschinger, Siegrist, Siegrist & Dittman, 1986). ‘Status control’, refers to the
opportunity a person has to achieve, or have control over, a desired social status
(promotion prospects, job security, status inconsistency). In contrast to control in the
demand-control approach, status control reflects the influence of fragmented job careers, of
job instability, redundancy, and forced occupational downward mobility. Under these
conditions, concerns about, or even the benefits of task control may be overridden. ‘Esteem
reward’ refers to experienced respect and support during work, and ‘monetary gratification’
refers to the job salary relative to coworkers.

In addition, a construct was introduced to describe the persistence of a situation (person-
environment mismatch) that seems non-beneficial to the subject: need for control (which
consists of need for approval, competitiveness, disproportionate irritability and inability to
withdraw from work). This construct is closely related to aspects of the type A behavior
pattern, (e.g. hostility) which are linked to enhanced arousal in demanding situations.
Subjects with a high ‘need for control’ also tend to misjudge (i.e. overestimate or
underestimate) demanding situations. Both enhanced arousal and misjudging the situation
are considered instrumental in eliciting excessive efforts (even in situations that seem non-
beneficial to the subject). ‘Need for control’ may therefore be considered as a generalized
coping strategy, instrumental in eliciting excessive efforts that may last for considerable
lengths of time and probably linked with activation of the autonomic nervous system.
Research shows that the significance of the relation between of Effort-Reward Imbalance
and cardiovascular disease is increased (after controlling for traditional risk factor such as
age, body mass index, blood pressure and low density lipoprotein-cholesterol), if
individuals respond to the situation with a high ‘need for control’ (Siegrist & Peter, 1994).

The aim of the present study is to assess and if necessary improve the reliability and
validity of the Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire. This is achieved by examining the
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reliability, factorial validity, congruent validity and content validity of ‘extrinsic effort’,
‘reward’ and ‘need for control’ in a Dutch population. Reliability was determined by
assessing the internal consistency (i.e. by calculating reliability coefficients or Cronbach’s
alpha) for each of the subscales of the questionnaire. Factorial validity was determined by
testing whether the items loaded on the factors described in the theory using a first order
confirmatory factor analysis. Congruent validity is tested by assessing the fit of a model in
which all effort-reward imbalance subscales load on the same second order factor (or latent
variable). Finally, content validity was assessed by determining it’s relationship with an
external reference: “health functioning”.

“Health functioning” was measured using a questionnaire (the MOS SF-20) that covers
three dimensions of health: social, mental and physical (Veit & Ware, 1983). The MOS is
the most widely used self-report measure of functioning (Stansfeld et al., 1998), originally
developed to assess the outcomes of medical care, and has been found to be a reliable and
valid instrument in population studies (Ware, 1990). Basically, it is hypothesized that the
scales measuring ‘extrinsic effort’ and ‘need for control’ as well as the latent variable
‘reward’ could be distinguished from the subscales that measure mere self reported health.
Therefore, a model is tested in which no covariance between these (sub)scales is allowed.
However, in the literature, it has been established that ‘work stress’ was associated with
negative health outcomes (Stansfeld et al., 1998). Therefore, a second model was tested in
which covariance was allowed between the second order factors ‘work stress’ and ‘health
functioning’, but not between the first order factors (extrinsic effort, status control, esteem
reward, and need for control on the one hand, with physical functioning, role functioning,
social functioning, mental health, health perceptions and pain on the other). Before the
MOS SF-20 was used as an external reference, it’s congruent validity was determined.

Method
Subjects
In the present study 775 employees (mean age = 43; sd = 6.62) from four companies
returned questionnaires that addressed work and health related issues. The sample
consisted of both blue and white collar workers from different work settings: software
specialists (60%), national railway personnel (25%), health professionals (9%) and office
clerks (6%). Eighty-two percent of the participants were male and 18% female.

Procedure
Before statistical analyses were carried out, the sample was divided into two equally sized
subsamples: test-construction (n=367) and validation (n=369). These subsamples were
matched according to age, sex, educational background and company. Statistical analyses
were performed in two steps. In the first step, the test-construction subsample was used to
assess construct validation and to eventually develop new (sub)scales using exploratory
statistical techniques. In the second step, the validation subsample was used to confirm the
psychometric properties of the (sub)scales previously constructed.

Measures
The German "Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire" ("Zentrale Fragen für die Erfassung
von Gratifikationskrisen am Arbeidsplatz" by Siegrist and co-workers) was used to
measure the employees "Effort-Reward Imbalance". This 47-item questionnaire was
translated into Dutch and the adequacy of the translation checked by a Dutch-German
bilingual social scientist. Additionally, the questionnaire was translated back into German
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by an independent professional translator. Differences that arose after the back-translation
into German were compared to the original version and the questionnaire was adapted
accordingly.

The questionnaire measures three main constructs: extrinsic effort, reward and need for
control. ‘Extrinsic effort’ was measured by six items that refer to demanding aspects of the
work environment (e.g. “I have constant time pressure due to a heavy work load”). If the
subjects answered the question affirmatively they were then asked to rate the severity of
this ranging from not at all distressed (1 point) to very distressed (4 points). A negative
answer to the question (indicating the absence of ‘effort’, or that the question was out of
order) also scored 1 point. ‘Reward’ was measured by twelve items that form two
subscales: ‘esteem reward’ (5 items, e.g. “I receive the respect I deserve from my
colleagues”), and ‘status control’ (6 items, e.g. “My promotion prospects are poor”). The
last item is referred to as ‘monetary gratification’ (1 item: “Considering all my efforts and
achievements, my salary / income is adequate”). The reward items were scored in the same
way as the ‘extrinsic effort’ items, so that a minimum score of 1 point and a maximum
score of 4 points per item could be obtained.

The ‘need for control’ scale consists of 29 dichotomous items (disagree = 0 points, agree =
1 point) that form four subscales: ‘need for approval’ (6 items, e.g. “I only feel successful
when I perform better than I expected”), ‘competitiveness’ (6 items, e.g. “I don’t let others
do my work”), ‘disproportionate irritability’ (8 items, e.g. “Even the slightest interruption
bothers me”) and ‘inability to withdraw from work’ (9 items, e.g. “Work is usually still on
my mind when I go to bed”). The internal consistency of the original (German) version of
the ‘reward’ subscales (‘esteem reward’ and ‘status control’) and ‘need for control’ scale
are considered satisfactory (see Siegrist & Peter, 1994; Matschinger et al., 1986; Dittmann
& Matschinger, 1982). The same goes for the Dutch translation of the effort, reward and
revised need for control (sub)scales (see table 1).

Health functioning was measured by administering the Dutch version (Kempen, 1992a) of
the 20-item Medical Outcomes Survey Short Form or MOS SF-20 questionnaire (Stewart et
al, 1988) in a subsample consisting of railway personnel, health professionals and office
clerks (n = 226). The items of the MOS SF-20 provide information about health functioning
and quality of life, clustered in 6 dimensions: physical functioning (6 items, e.g. “The
following items are about activities you might do during a typical day. Does your health now
limit you in these activities? If so, how much?"), role functioning (2 items, e.g. “During the
past 4 weeks, have you had any of the following problems with your work or other regular
daily activities as a result of any emotional problems (such as feeling depressed or
anxious)?”), social functioning (1 item: During the past 4 weeks, how much of the time has
your physical health or emotional problems interfered with your social activities (like visiting
with friends, relatives, etc.)?”), mental health (5 items, e.g. “Have you felt calm and
peaceful”?) health perceptions (5 items, e.g. “In general would you say your health is…”) and
pain (1 item: “How much bodily pain have you had during the past 4 weeks”?). Scores were
transformed into a 100-point scale, higher scores reflecting better functioning except for the
pain dimension in which a higher score means more perceived pain. The internal consistency
of all subscales of the Dutch MOS SF-20 is satisfactory (Cronbach’s alpha > 0.80 for each
subscale) (Kempen, 1992a and 1992b; Moorer & Suurmeijer, 1993; Kempen, Brilman &
Ormel, 1993). Kempen (Kempen et al., 1993) has shown the subscales of the MOS SF-20 to
be externally valid, by correlating them with external criteria. A high positive correlation (r =
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0.78) was found between the MOS SF-20 subscale ‘mental health’ and ‘positive well-being’
(Well-being Scale; Veit & Ware, 1983), as well as with ‘positive affect’ (r = 0.42, Affect
Balance Scale; Bradburn, 1969). Additionally, he also found a positive correlation (r = 0.71)
between the MOS SF-20 subscale ‘physical functioning’ and ‘movement restriction’
(Kempen et al., 1993).

Data analysis
In the present study, tests of reliability and validity were performed. To enable comparison
of data across scales and subscales, identical methods were used to assess reliability and
validity. Reliability (internal consistency) was determined by calculating Cronbach’s α.
According to criteria proposed by Nunnaly (1978) an α higher than 0.70 indicates
satisfactory internal consistency.

Validity was determined by performing confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) on the
subsamples using EQSi. To indicate the fit of the (sub)scales to the data, a number of the
most common ‘goodness-of-fit’ indices were calculated: the Bentler-Bonnet nonnormed fit
index (NFI; Bentler & Bonnet, 1980; Tucker & Lewis, 1973), the comparative fit index
(CFI; Bentler, 1990), the LISREL AGFI and the root mean squared residual (RMSR). The
Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square (S-B χ2 Satorra & Bentler, 1988) and the corrected CFI
(CFI*)ii were also calculated because a number of kurtotic items were detected. These latter
two indices correct distributional abnormality. A fit of over 0.90 for CFI and NFI is
considered adequate (Byrne, 1994).

As was described in the procedure, statistical analyses were performed on a test-
construction and a validation subsample. In the test-construction subsample, the fit of the
most plausible model based on theoretical considerations was tested (confirmatory
analysis) and if necessary improved (exploratory analysis). Improvement was achieved by
using the Lagrange Multiplier test, which determines whether the specification of certain
parameters would lead to a better model in a subsequent EQS run. The goodness-of-fit of
the optimal model was then tested in the second population (validation subsample). The
model was accepted if the fit in the second subsample was adequate. The achievement of
fit in the second model minimised the chance that the fit acquired in the first model (after
re-specifications) was due to a capitalisation on chance factors.

For one of the scales (need for control) a revised procedure was used. Because the items of
the ‘need for control’ subscales are dichotomous, the revised scale was constructed
according to principles of the probabilistic test theory. An example of a statistical test
based on the probabilistic test theoryiii is the Mokken analysis (Mokken, 1971; Niemöller,
Schuur & Stokman, 1980), which can be used to evaluate existing scales or to construct
new ones. The psychometric qualities of the scale are determined by calculating a
goodness-of-fit or scalability coefficient (H) and a reliability coefficient (rho). This
coefficient can be used to evaluate a set of items thought to be a scale and/or for
constructing a scale from a given pool of items. Mokken and Lewis (1982) propose the
following criteria for scalability: H < .30 = no scale; 30 = H <40 = weak scale; 40 = H
<.50 = medium scale; H = .50 = strong scale. The scalability of whole scales (H) as well as
separate items (H(i)) can be judged by this criterion and a reliability coefficient (rho) can
be calculated for a set of items. Values over .70 indicate a reliable scale (Niemöller et al.,
1980). The Mokken analysis was carried out using a software program called MSP (Debets
& Brouwer, 1989; Sijtsma, Debets & Molenaar, 1990).
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Results
Reliability and mean values
As can be seen in table 1, all scales had a Cronbach's α of 0.70 or higher, except the
original subscales of ‘need for control’ (see table 1). Therefore, we decided to construct a
revised ‘need for control’ scale, using a Mokken analysis.

Construction of revised need for control
The results of the Mokken analysis are reported in table 2. Three out of the four subscales
had low scalabilities, and only one reliable subscale (inability to withdraw from
obligations) was found. The total scale (sum of all the items) may be considered reliable
(rho = 0.84), but it has a low scalability (H=0.21). These results confirm the findings of the
tests for internal consistency.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and alpha coefficients for the Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire (original
and revised subscales: n=775) and MOS SF-20 subscales (n=226).
(Sub)scale n items M S.D. α
Extrinsic effort 6 10.9 3.0 0.71
Reward

Status control 6 19.9 3.6 0.70
Esteem reward 5 17.5 3.1 0.77
Monetary Gratification 1 3.6 0.8 -

Need for control (Intrinsic effort)
Need for approval 6 3.5 1.4 0.43
Competitiveness 6 1.5 1.5 0.59
Time pressure 8 2.8 1.7 0.54
Inability to withdraw from obligations 9 3.4 2.3 0.68
Total scale (Need for control) 29 10.5 5.4 0.82

Revised need for control 9 2.4 2.5 0.81

Health measures
MOS SF-20

Physical functioning 6 73.7 27.9 0.76
Role functioning 2 66.7 43.2 0.81
Social functioning 1 62.0 26.8 -
Mental health 5 70.1 20.6 0.88
Health perceptions 5 71.6 19.3 0.78
Pain 1 32.6 32.5 -
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Table 2. Scalability (H) and reliability (rho) of the four original need for control subscales and a total scale
score, as is provided by the Mokken test-procedure (test-construction subsample (n=367)).

subscale (H) rho
Need for approval (NFA) 0.12 0.39
Competitiveness (COM) 0.31 0.66
Disproportionate irritability (DI) 0.22 0.58
Inability to withdraw from obligations (IWO) 0.28 0.73

Total scale “need for control” 0.21 0.84

The analysis was continued by conducting an explorative procedure to find subscales
with acceptable scalabilities and reliabilities. The following criteria were applied to
the scales and separate items: H(i) = 0.30; H = 0.40; n items = 3; rho =0.70. This
procedure lead to the construction of only one scale (see table 3) with a scalability (H)
of 0.45 and a reliability (rho) of 0.84. The quality of this scale was then confirmed by
using the validation subsample within which both scalability and reliability were still
above the proposed criteria (H = 0.40 and rho = 0.81). Cronbach's α calculated over
the entire population was 0.81, also indicating a satisfactory internal consistency. For
the revised (9 items) version of the scale, we find a Cronbach's α of .81 which is
slightly lower than the Cronbach's α of the 29 item version (.84). This difference is
quite acceptable, because based on the Spearman-Brown formula, a reduction from 29
to 9 items should decrease the alpha by .22. We only found a .03 reduction. Thus, the
practicality of the scale has been improved at minimal loss of information and
reliability.

Table 3. The item numbers, mean scores and scalability (H(i)) of the separate items of the revised need for
control scale (test-construction subsample (n=367)).

Item scale Content Mean(i H(i)
3 DI Even the slightest interruption bothers me 0.13 0.46
14 DI I can get furious if someone doesn’t understand me the first time 0.15 0.38
12 COM I don’t let others do my work 0.18 0.36
17 NFA I only feel successful when I perform better than I expected 0.26 0.38
29 IWO If I put off doing something that needs to get done today,

I’ll have trouble sleeping at night
0.27 0.39

24 IWO Work is usually still on my mind when I go to bed 0.30 0.47
10 IWO I start thinking about problems as soon as I get up in the morning 0.39 0.43
15 IWO When I get home, I can easily relax and forget all about work 0.40 0.39
16 IWO People close to me say I sacrifice too much for my job 0.41 0.40

DI = Disproportionate Irritability, COM = Competitiveness, NFA = Need for Approval, IWO = Inability to
withdraw from obligations.

Factorial validity of extrinsic effort, reward and need for control
The factorial validity was assessed by performing a first order confirmatory factor analysis
on the test-construction subsample using EQSiv. The fit of the following models was tested
(see figure 1 and table 4):
Extrinsic effort: It was tested whether the six items of extrinsic effort all loaded on a single
latent variable. This model (M1) achieved acceptable fit (CFI* = .95), and fitted the data
better than the null model (∆χ2 < 0.001).
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Reward: The fit of three models was tested: A model (M2) in which all items loaded on a
single latent variable, and as hypothesised by Siegrist, a model (M3) with two latent
variables: ‘status control’ and ‘esteem reward’ and a third dimension (single item):
‘monetary gratification’. Covariance was allowed between the three dimensions, and a
model (M3a) in which three error terms were allowed to correlate. The items that were
allowed correlated errors were: item 12: (from the ‘status control’ subscale (“Do you
experience or expect an undesirable change in your job situation?), item 13 (from the
‘status control’ subscale: “Has job redundancy recently affected your work colleagues”)
and item 14 (also from the ‘status control’ subscale: “Is your own job security poor”). M3a
had the best fit (CFI* = .97), and was significantly better than M2 (∆χ2 < 0.001).
Need for control: This model (M4) reflects the nine items of the revisedv scale ‘need for
control’ loading on the same first order latent variable. The model achieved acceptable fit
(CFI* = 0.92) after 2 pairs of error terms (E3,E12 and E14,E17, see table 3 for respective
items) were allowed to correlate (M4a), and was significantly better than the null model
(∆χ2 < 0.001).

Models M1, M3 and M4 were also tested in the test validation subsample. Again, the fit of
models M3 and M4 was improved by allowing correlated errors (M3a and M4a). The
Lagrange Multiplier test revealed that the same correlated errors should be allowed for M3a
(reward) but not for M4a (need for control). The test of model 4a in the test validation
subsample achieved adequate fit after three error terms (E24,E10; E24,E15 and E10,E15,
see table 3) were allowed to correlate. These items refer to the inability to withdraw from
obligations, in contrast to the items of the correlated errors in model 4a.

Summarising, the high values of the ‘goodness-of-fit’ indices, demonstrate adequate
factorial validity for ‘extrinsic effort’, ‘reward’ and ‘need for control’. For ‘reward’ and
‘need for control’, fit was reached after allowing correlated errors indicating common
variance between the items not reflected by the latent factor. The Lagrange Multiplier test
in the validation subsample reveals the same correlated errors for ‘reward’ (M3a) but not
for ‘need for control’ (M4a). The results increase the confidence in the error
intercorrelations for reward (M3a), but not for revised need for control (M4a).
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Table 4. Comparison of factorial models representing extrinsic effort, reward and need for control (see figure
1).

Model χ2 df ∆χ2 NFI CFI AGFI RMSR S-B χ2 CFI*

Test-construction subsample (n=367)
M0: Null model extrinsic effort 327.85 15 - - - - - 273.34 -
M1: extrinsic effort (1 latent variable) 26.86 9 <0.001 0.91 0.94 0.94 0.026 21.05 0.95

M0: Null model reward 1095.19 66 - - - - - 625.90 -
M2: reward (1 latent variable) 440.60 54 <0.001 0.54 0.62 0.75 0.151 281.74 0.59
M3: reward (3 separate factors) 182.11 52 <0.001 0.84 0.87 0.88 0.060 125.37 0.87
M3a: reward with correlated errors 98.45 49 <0.001 0.94 0.95 0.93 0.034 67.53 0.97

M0: Null model need for control 909.69 36 - - - - - 714.70 -
M4: need for control (1 latent variable) 163.58 27 <0.001 0.79 0.84 0.81 0.013 133.89 0.84
M4a: with correlated errors 96.58 25 <0.001 0.88 0.92 0.89 0.012 82.32 0.92

Validation subsample (n=369)
M0: Null model extrinsic effort 464.38 15 - - - - - 343.16 -
M1: extrinsic effort (1 latent variable) 23.83 9 <0.001 0.95 .97 0.95 0.022 20.53 0.97

M0: Null model reward 1385.93 66 - - - - - 775.65 -
M3: reward (3 separate factors) 336.26 52 <0.001 0.87 0.89 0.88 0.088 267.98 0.81
M3a: reward with correlated errors 130.64 49 <0.001 0.92 0.94 0.91 0.051 91.32 0.94

M0: Null model need for control 841.41 36 - - - - - 638.17 -
M4: need for control (1 latent variable) 203.21 27 <0.001 0.71 0.78 0.76 0.017 154.45 0.79
M4a: with correlated errors 76.92 24 <0.001 0.90 0.93 0.92 0.015 61.77 0.94

M0 is in each case a test of the null model, M1 tests the factorial validity of extrinsic effort. M2 tests the
factorial validity of reward, in which all items load on a single factor. M3 tests the factorial validity of reward
with three separate foctors (covariance is allowed between the factors). M3a is the same as M3 with
correlated errors. M4 tests the factorial validity of need for control. M4a is the same as M4 with correlated
errors.
For all χ2, p < 0.001. The significant change in χ2 of each new model is tested against the preceding model
(sign. ∆χ2).

Congruent validity
Congruent validity was tested progressively by CFA in the test-construction
subsample: First, a model (M1) was tested in which ‘extrinsic effort’, ‘need for
control’, ‘status control’, ‘esteem reward’ and ‘monetary gratification’ formed
independent dimensions. The error correlations were derived from previous analyses
(see table 4). Second, in M2 all first order factors were allowed to load on a single
second order factor that can be conceived as “work stress” (see figure 1). M2a
included three new correlations between error termsvi. Each new model was expected
to have a better fit than the preceding model. For instance, the final model (M2a) was
expected to have the best fit, followed by (M2) etc. The goodness-of-fit estimates are
shown in table 5. As anticipated the chi-square statistic of the null-model (M0) was
very high indicating excessive malfit. The fit of the second model (M1) improved
significantly, as indicated by (∆χ2). However, only the fit of M2a was adequate. The
final model (M2a) also had an adequate fit in the validation subsample, hence
confirming congruent validity (table 5). The Lagrange Multiplier test in the validation
subsample reveals the same correlated errors for ‘reward’ (M2a), increasing the
confidence in the error intercorrelations.
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Table 5. Determining the congruent validity of effort, reward and revised need for control (sub)scales, by
performing a second order CFA using the test-construction and validation subsamples (see figure 2).

Model
effort, reward &
need for control

χ2 df sign

∆χ2

NFI CFI AGFI RMSR S-B χ2 CFI*

test-construction
subsample (n=367)
M0: Null model 2700.84 351 - - - - - 2136.3 -
M1: 5 factor CFA 902.94 319 <0.001 0.73 0.75 0.79 0.09 743.62 0.76
M2: 5 1st order factors and
1 2nd order factor

604.73 315 <0.001 0.86 0.88 0.86 0.03 504.86 0.89

M2a (with 3 correlated errors) 558.83 312 <0.001 0.88 0.90 0.86 0.03 467.92 0.91

validation
subsample (n=369)
M0: Null model 2960.61 351 - - - - - 2314.0 -
M2: 5 1st order factors and
1 2nd order factor

619.42 315 <0.001 0.73 0.75 0.79 0.09 743.62 0.90

M2a (with 3 correlated errors) 321.47 312 <0.001 0.89 0.90 0.88 0.06 237.46 0.91

M0 is in each case a test of the null model. M1 is a test of the independence of extrinsic effort, status control,
esteem reward, monetary gratification and revised need for control (5 factor model). The 5 factors are not
allowed to load on each other. M2 In this model the factors in M1 load on a second order factor. M2a is the
same as M2, except three error terms were allowed to correlate.
The significant change in χ2 for each new model is tested against the preceding model (sign. ∆χ2). For
all χ2, p < 0.001.

Summarizing, the model with the best fit was the model in which the effort, reward
and need for control subscales were allowed to load on a single second order factor
(work stress), confirming congruence.

In the introduction of this paper it was mentioned that subjectively experienced health
was measured in addition to ‘extrinsic effort’, ‘reward’ and ‘need for control’.
Subjectively experienced health was used as a second order factor in the final analysis
of this paper. Before that final model was tested, an assessment, performed in 3 steps
(table 6), was made to determine the factor structure of subjectively experienced
health. First, the null-model (M0) was tested. Then, convergence of all factors on one
second order factor was assessed (M1). This model obtained an adequate fit after re-
specification of the errorsvii (M1a). All six subscales load on the same second order
factor ‘health’, indicating congruent validity (table 6).
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Table 6. Determining the congruent validity of the MOS SF-20 subscales by performing a second order CFA
on a sub-population that also filled out this questionnaire (n=226).

Model Chi2 df sign

∆χ2

NFI CFI AGFI RMSR S-B χ2 CFI*

health (MOS SF-20)
M0: Null model 2073.86 190 - - - - - 1806.30 -
M1: 2nd order CFA 432.86 166 <0.001 0.84 0.86 0.78 0.09 405.13 0.85
M1a 348.91 164 <0.001 0.89 0.90 0.82 0.09 326.21 0.90

M0 is a test of the null model. M1 is a test for one underlying latent variable (second order CFA model).
M1a is the same as M1, but it also allows covariance between a number of error terms.
The significant change in Chi-square of each new model is tested against the preceding model (sign.
∆χ2). For all χ2, p < 0.001.

Esteem
reward

Status
control

Mon.
gratificat.

Ext.
effort

Need for
control

Work
stress

Figure 1. Representation of the model used to test the fit of a model in which extrinsic
effort, esteem reward, status control, monetary gratification, and need for control
load on the second order factor work stress (see M2 in table 5). Error terms are not
shown in the figure. Ext. = extrinitic; Mon. gratificat = monetary gratification.

Content validity
To determine content validity, the (Pearson’s -r) intercorrelations between the subscales of
the Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire was calculated. The results are given in table
7, and show moderate to high intercorrelations for ‘extrinsic effort’, ‘status control’, and
‘esteem reward’, indicating some overlap (in content) between these scales and subscales.
‘Need for control’ had a low correlation with the other subscales, which suggests hardly
any overlap with the other (sub)scales.
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Nearly all subscales of the MOS SF-20 are significantly intercorrelated, except for the
correlation between physical functioning and mental health and between mental health and
pain. Therefore it can be concluded that most of the MOS SF-20 subscales are conceptually
related.

The correlations between the Effort-Reward Imbalance (sub)scales and those of the MOS
SF-20 varied between -0.40 and +0.27, indicating a weak to moderate overlap between a
number of the subscales (table 7). This is in accordance to what may be theoretically
expected. ‘Extrinsic effort’, ‘reward’ and ‘need for control’ and subjectively experienced
health were distinguishable, but not totally independent constructs. More specifically, a
high ‘extrinsic effort’ was associated with a lower well-being and in general a high
‘reward’ was related to higher well-being.
The original ‘need for control’ subscales and the revised scale were both positively
correlated with social functioning and negatively with ‘physical functioning’, ‘mental
health’ and ‘health perceptions’. Both the original and revised ‘need for control’
(sub)scales correlated highly positive with each other (r = 0.90).
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Table 7. Correlation matrix (Pearson’s -r) of the ERI and MOS SF-20 subscales (n=226).
EE SC ER MG NfC R-NfC PF RF SF MH HP P

EE
SC -0.36*

ER -0.39* 0.56*

MG -0.20* 0.39* 0.39*

NfC 0.10 0.01 -0.12* -0.04
R-NfC 0.13* -0.01 -0.13* -0.05 0.90*

PF -0.15* 0.04 0.10 0.10 -0.39* -0.40*

RF -0.14* 0.10 0.08 -0.05 0.06 0.07 0.51*

SF -0.14* 0.16* 0.14* -0.03 0.20* 0.18* 0.38* 0.53*

MH -0.20* 0.24* 0.27* 0.00 -0.14* -0.13* 0.08 0.21* 0.44*

HP -0.27* 0.27 0.24* 0.08 -0.02 -0.06 0.34* 0.22* 0.31* 0.38*

P 0.15* 0.00 -0.11 -0.03 0.04 0.04 -0.58* -0.45* -0.32* -0.08 -0.35*

EE = Extrinsic Effort, SC = Status Control, ER = Esteem Reward, MG = Monetary Gratification, NfC =
need for control, R-NfC = revised need for control, PF = Physical Functioning, RF = Role Functioning, SF =
Social Functioning, MH = Mental Health, HP = Health Perceptions, P = Pain. 2-tailed significance; * = p
<0.05

The Pearson’s -r correlations show that ‘extrinsic effort’, ‘reward’ and ‘need for
control’ are not totally independent.
Finally, the tests of congruent validity were concluded by assessing the fit of two
models: 1) a model (M1) with two second order factors ‘work stress’ and ‘health
functioning’ and no covariance between the two second order factors, and 2) the same
as M1 but allowing for covariance between the second order factors (table 8).
The first model did not adequately fit the data. The second model (M2, see figure 2) in
which covariance between the second order factors was allowed, shows an
improvement in fit (p = 0.039). However the model does not fit the data (goodness of
fit indices are below 0.90). Due to the absence of sufficient theoretical support (as to
which factors are allowed to cross-load) it did not seem appropriate to re-specify the
second model to obtain a better fit. The fit of a model that allows covariance between
the second order factors but no covariance between the first order factors was not
confirmed, indicating that both instruments were not totally independent.

Table 8. Determining (content) validity by performing a confirmatory factor analysis on effort, reward and
revised need for control as well as health functioning (MOS SF-20) (n=226).

Model χ2 df sign

∆χ2

NFI CFI AGFI RMSR S-B χ2 CFI*

effort-reward and
health
M0: Null model 5361.03 1081 - - - - - 4717.12 -
M1: 2nd order CFA
independent

1820.81 1019 <0.001 0.80 0.81 0.71 0.08 1646.03 0.83

M2: 2nd order CFA
dependent

1816.56 1018 0.039 0.80 0.81 0.71 0.08 1642.81 0.83

M0 is a test of the null model. M1 is a model with two second order factors (‘work stress’ and ‘health’). No
covariance is allowed between the factors of the Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire (extrinsic effort,
status control, esteem reward, monetary gratification and need for control) and the MOS SF-20 (physical
functioning, role functioning, social functioning, mental health, health perceptions and pain). There is no
covariance between the latent factors. Error correlations are the same as in previous models. M2 is the same
as M1, only covariance is allowed between the second order factors. The factors of the Effort-Reward
Imbalance Questionnaire and the MOS SF-20 are not allowed to cross-load. For all χ2, p < 0.001.
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Health
funct.

Work
stress

Pain

Health
percept.

Social

Mental
health

Need for

Mon.

Status
control

Esteem
reward

Ext.
effort

Physical
funct.

Role
funct.

Figure 2. Representation of the model used to determine content validity. Covariance
is allowed between the second order factors health functioning and work stress (see
M2 in table 8).

On the whole, the effort-reward imbalance questionnaire as well as the MOS SF-20 form
coherent clusters as is indicated by congruence (congruent validity, table 5 and 6). A model
that tested the independence of the effort-reward imbalance as well as the MOS SF-20
factors, although allowing for covariance between the second order factors, did not fit the
data (see table 8). This indicates that more covariance between the factors (other than
between the second order factors) is probable.
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Discussion

In this paper the reliability, factorial validity, congruent validity and content validity of the
Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire was assessed. In accordance with the theory,
‘extrinsic effort’ as well as ‘reward’ (‘status control’, ‘esteem reward’ and ‘monetary
gratification’) were both factorially valid (table 4). Yet, a slight weakness was found
amongst the items of the ‘status control’ subscale. More specifically, structural equation
modelling revealed three items of this scale to have correlated errors. This means that the
items have a shared communality that is absent in the factor they load on. Remarkably, the
items with shared error variance all refer to job insecurity (e.g. “Do you experience or
expect an undesirable change in your work situation?”), whilst the factor they are supposed
to load on (‘status control’) entails more than just job security. The importance of these
intercorrelations were supported by the test in the validation subsample: The same
intercorrelations between error terms improved the fit of the model, which was otherwise
inadequate. Therefore, in future studies, it might be fruitful to consider job security as a
separate factor of job demands, particularly because future job insecurity has shown to be a
major stressor (Hartley et al., 1991).

The original ‘need for control’ subscales revealed low reliabilities and scalabilities.
Considering the low reliabilities found in the study reported by Matschinger et al., (1986),
these results are not totally surprising. Thus, we concluded that these subscales of ‘need for
control’ should not be used in further analyses. Consequently, a revised ‘need for control’
scale was constructed using a Mokken test-procedure for dichotomous items. A single scale
with an acceptable reliability and scalability was identified. To enable comparisons with
the other scales of the effort reward imbalance scales, a CFA was also performed on the
revised ‘need for control’ scale. An acceptable fit was achieved after some error terms were
allowed to correlated. The validation subsample revealed other correlated errors than the
test-construction subsample. This reduces the confidence in the contribution of these items
to the construct ‘need for control’. Future studies should reassess the factor structure of
revised ‘need for control’ to increase the confidence in this scale.

The content (or external) validity of ‘need for control’ (e.g. using more objective
measures) also has to be determined in future research. Both the 29 item and the
revised (9-item) scale for ‘need for control’ are strongly associated with subjectively
experienced health. To date, only the 29 item scale has been tested in a longitudinal
study to predict future cardiovascular disease. Although we expect the revised scale
also to be associated with cardiovascular disease, this link should also be empirically
verified. To achieve this, a longitudinal design is needed and until then, no definitive
conclusions about external validity can be drawn. In statistical terms it has been
determined that the revised ‘need for control’ scale is a one-dimensional construct.
We may also conclude that the scale measures the same construct as the original scale,
because both have comparable correlations with other variables (table 7) as well as a
high intercorrelation. However, the revised subscale has better psychometric
characteristics, and is therefore to be preferred. It is strongly recommended that future
studies should apply a Mokken analysis to determine the reliability of the
dichotomous items, as presented in this paper. This analysis method is superior to
other more traditional techniques using Cronbach’s alpha (see the “data analysis”
section of the method).
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Our assessment of congruent validity and content validity allow a few conclusions.
The fit of a model in which the effort-reward imbalance subscales load on one
common factor is adequate, indicating congruence (table 6). The results also show that
‘reward’ and ‘extrinsic effort’ are slightly correlated (albeit negatively), suggesting
that ‘extrinsic effort’ and ‘reward’ may have some communality (table 5). A model
(see table 8), in which the effort-reward imbalance and MOS SF-20 subscales were
only allowed second order covariance did not fit the data. Therefore, we concluded
that covariance between the factors should be allowed, if the model were to fit. This
suggests that the (sub)scales of the Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire are
interrelated and a closer look at the formulation of the items may partly explain this
overlap. The subjects were asked to rate ‘how distressing’ certain effortful and
rewarding aspects of their work were, and because in both cases a ‘distress’ rating was
given, it seems plausible that ‘effort’ and ‘reward’ do have something in common. It
could be argued that what is actually measured is the amount of ‘distress’ caused by
‘effort’ and ‘reward’ rather than perceived ‘effort’ and ‘reward’ during work. Future
research should focus on this conceptual overlap and also try to identify exactly which
dimensions of the model are related with health functioning. Efforts should be made
to reformulate the items, avoiding the conceptual overlap with distress. Items should
be constructed so that they are less susceptible to individual variation. In this respect,
Frese and Zapf (1988) propose formulating items using indices of frequency rather
than reflecting subjective feelings. For example, in the present study, subjects had to
reply to the effort item “I have constant time pressure due to heavy workload” on a
severity scale ranging from “not at all distress” to “very distressed”. Instead of rating
their perceived level of distress, they could rate how often they experienced time
pressure (e.g. everyday, once a week, once a month etc.).

A drawback of the present study is that the content validity of the Effort-Reward Imbalance
instrument is best tested by more objective measures like biomedical events (e.g.
myocardial infarct and other vascular incidents), physiological changes (autonomic
activation) and performance data (measurement of work output etc.), and not solely by
psychometric analyses as is the case here. Theoretically, a high ‘extrinsic effort’ and ‘need
for control’ as well as a low ‘reward’ should be associated with negative emotions and with
an activation of the autonomic nervous system. Although this requires intensive
measurement techniques, any future attempts to investigate the construct validity should
include them. Because the construction of the revised ‘need for control’ scale is based
solely on psychometric analyses, determining it’s relation with external criteria (such as
negative emotions and physiological state) might increase the acceptance of the scale.
Moreover, this will increase the validity of the scale both nationally and internationally.
In spite of these remarks we may conclude that ‘effort’ and ‘reward’ are constructs that
measure extrinsic factors in the work environment, such as interruptions and disturbances
during work, viz. ‘reward’ (salary, job prospects etc.). Socio-emotional and motivational
aspects that determine ‘need for control’ are also part of the global effor-reward imbalance
construct, and measure intrinsic factors. These extrinsic and intrinsic aspects of the work
environment have been shown to determine persistence under environmental demands and
may also determine an individual’s perception of health complaints (Watson &
Pennebaker, 1989).
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In sum, the following recommendations can be given to increase the instrument’s practical
use in future studies: a) Job security should be reflected as a separate dimension in future
adaptations of the questionnaire. b) The need for control scale has been shortened. Its
reliability should be assessed by performing a Mokken analysis. Its predictive validity for
cardiovascular disease should be determined in a longitudinal study. c) The items of the
effort and reward subscales should be rephrased, in order to decrease the variability caused
by differences in subjective perceptions between subjects. Rather than asking subjective
rating of work experiences, the items should reflect more quantifiable aspects of the work
environment.

Considering the constitution of the population of the present study, it seems reasonable to
conclude that Effort-Reward Imbalance is not solely restricted to blue-collar workers, but
also to white-collar workers and occupations in the service sector, as has been seen in
several international studies using the effort-reward imbalance questionnaire (Peter &
Siegrist, 1997; Siegrist et al., 1990; Siegrist et al., 1997). The Dutch translation of the
Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire therefore, seems an adequate self-report measure
to assess the level of imbalance due to the work environment. Additionally, it may even
prove to be relevant for an explanation of self reported health and well being. For example,
Stansfeld et al. (1998) have shown aspects of effort and reward at work to be related to
health functioning. However, their method to determine effort and reward was not
standardised, making a replication of their results difficult. We expect an application of the
effort-reward imbalance questionnaire to solve the problems of comparability between
studies, and other methodological issues (Zapf et al., 1996). Finally, given it’s predictive
power for objective health measures, the effort-reward imbalance questionnaire seems a
promising instrument for future use in this field.
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Footnotes

i EQS is statistical software for structural equation modelling (Bentler, 1989)

ii Corrected Comparative Fit Index (CFI*) based on Satorra-Bentler χ2 fit for the null
model
= 1- max[(χ2

0 - df0), 0] max[ (χ2
k -dfk) , (χ2

0 -df0), 0] where df0 = degrees of freedom
for the null model, dfk = degrees of freedom for the hypothesised model, χ2

0 = chi-
square for the null model and χ2

k = chi-square for the hypothesised model (Hu &
Bentler, 1995).

iii This model can be viewed as a probabilistic version of GUTTMAN scales analysis
for dichotomous items or as a nonparametric approach to item response theory.
Another example of an item response model (although parametric) is the Rasch model
(Rasch, 1960), often used for the scaling of questionnaires with dichotomous items.

iv EQS is statistical software for structural equation modelling (Bentler, 1989)

v The factor structure of revised need for control was already been tested by means of
Mokken analysis. For reasons of comparability with the other scales, a CFA was also
performed.

vi The errors that were allowed shared variance belong to items 9 and 10 (from the
‘esteem reward’ subscale), items 4 (from the ‘extrinsic effort’ subscale) and 6 (from
the ‘need for control’ scale), and items 5 and 2 (from the ‘extrinsic effort’ subscale).

vii The error of items 12 and 10 (mental health) and of items 20 and 13 (social
functioning and mental health) were allowed to correlate.
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Chapter 4

Vagal cardiac control throughout the day: The relative
importance of effort-reward imbalance and within-day measurements
of mood, demand and satisfaction

Abstract

The effects of variables derived from a work stress theory (the effort-reward imbalance
theory) on the power in the high frequency (HF_HRV) band of heart rate (0.14 - 0.40 Hz)
throughout a work day, were determined using multilevel analysis. Explanatory variables
were analysed at two levels: At the lowest level (within-day level), the effects of positive
mood, negative mood, demand, satisfaction, demand-satisfaction ratio, and time of day
were assessed. At the highest level (the subject level), the effects of sleep quality, effort,
reward, effort-reward imbalance, need for control, type of work (profession), negative
affectivity, gender and smoking on HF_HRV were assessed.

Need for control has a negative effect on HF_HRV after controlling for time of day
effects, i.e. subjects with a high need for control have a lower vagal control of the heart.
In the long run, these subjects may be considered to be at increased health risk, because
they have less of the health protective effects of vagal tone. The interaction between
effort-reward imbalance and time of day has a positive effect on HF_HRV, i.e. the cardiac
vagal control of subjects with a high effort-reward imbalance increases as the day
progresses. It is discussed that this probably reflects reduced effort allocation, ensuing
from disengagement from the work demands.
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Introduction
The relation of psychosocial factors in work, either objectively assessed or measured by
subjective judgements, with cardiovascular reactions and complaints has been amply
demonstrated (Karasek, 1979; Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Cooper & Payne, 1991;
Marmot, 1994; Siegrist, 1996a). However, less is known about the physiological
mechanisms allegedly responsible for this relationship. A theory that may explain certain
aspects of these mechanisms has been proposed by Siegrist (1996b). This theory, known
as the effort-reward imbalance theory, suggests that a high effort, a low reward and a high
need for control first lead to changes in physiological and psychological responses and
eventually to the development of cardiovascular disease. However, sufficient evidence,
especially for the relation with physiology, is still needed. The present paper will focus on
this issue, by assessing the effects of effort-reward imbalance (ERI) -both as a trait and as
a state-, as well as need for control on vagal autonomic control (as is indicated by high
frequency heart rate variability (HF_HRV)). Furthermore, the effects of within-day
measurements of negative mood, positive mood, time of day and other potential
determinants (sleep quality, negative affectivity, smoking, gender and profession) on
HF_HRV are assessed.

The effort-reward imbalance theory is based on the principle that an imbalance between
effort and reward leads to psychophysiological changes referred to as “emotional distress”
and an “activation of the autonomic nervous system”. Furthermore, the consequences of
effort-reward imbalance are amplified by a high need for control (i.e. a strong tendency to
engage in work activities). Thus, three major constructs are distinguished in the effort-
reward imbalance theory that may codetermine psychological and physiological
responses: the invested effort, reward received and an individual’s need for control.
Siegrist and Peter (1994) argue that the risk for cardiovascular disease increases (after
controlling for traditional risk factors) if individuals respond to effort-reward imbalance
with a high need for control, mainly due to a chronic activation of the autonomic nervous
system.

To date, effort, reward and need for control have been associated with a decreased
laboratory task elicited blood pressure reactivity (Siegrist, 1996a) but not yet with
cardiovascular dynamics throughout an actual working day. Hypotheses about the relation
between effort, reward, need for control and cardiovascular changes have to be based on
an extension of the theoretical framework. Increased mental effort induces a decrease in
vagal tone (Aasman et al., 1987). Low vagal control of heart rate has been shown to be
related to coronary artery disease (Martin et al., 1987) and increased mortality (Kleiger et
al., 1987). In a recent consensus paper it is confirmed that HF_HRV clearly represents
vagal influence: a low HF_HRV is associated with a low vagal cardiac control (Berntson
et al., 1997). The meaning of the low frequency (LF) heart rate variability ( < .14 Hz) is
more debated, most probably reflecting a mix of sympathetic and parasympathetic
influences. According to Sloan et al., (1994) a high LF/HF_HRV ratio is also associated
with the relative dominance of sympathetic nervous system activity.
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Putting these elements together, we expect subjects high on effort or on need for control
(involving expenditure of mental effort) to have a lower vagal tone. The status of reward
relative to autonomic drive is unclear; its effects will be tested as well. Imbalance of
effort and reward may lead to either decrease or increase in vagal tone. The former
response is expected in individuals, that perceive the environmental demands as a
challenge, and still engage in work related activities. The latter response is expected in
individuals that cope with the demands by disengagement from work related activities
and/or switch to less effort demanding strategies. These responses are in line with the
hypothesis that the motivational drive of individuals interacts with environmental
demands, and co-determines the psychological and physiological responses (Hockey,
1997). In the effort-reward imbalance theory, need for control reflects the motivational
aspects of an individual. Consequently, an individual with a high need for control and a
high effort-reward imbalance is expected to have a lower parasympathetic drive than an
individual with a high need for control, an interaction that is tested in the present paper.

According to the effort-reward imbalance theory, effort, reward and need for control are
stable trait-like constructs, implicitly assuming that these psychological characteristics are
continuously and evenly present over longer periods of time. Expanding on the theoretical
framework, it may also be argued that ongoing within-day assessments of these variables
(referred to as “demand”, and “satisfaction”) also should affect heart rate variability
throughout the work day. In line with the effort-reward imbalance theory, in which an
imbalance ratio was expected to have a stronger predictive value, the ratio between
demand and satisfaction (“the actual demand-satisfaction ratio”) was also determined,
anticipating an effect on heart rate variability. By testing all three variables (demand,
satisfaction and the demand-satisfaction ratio) simultaneously, it was aimed to determine
which of the effects was the strongest.

Other factors than the ones derived from the ERI theory have been shown to affect
physiological functioning: the psychological trait of negative affectivity (Parkes, 1994),
but also sleep quality, smoking, profession, gender (Egloff et al., 1995; Shapiro et al.,
1997; Grossman & Kollai, 1993; Meijman, 1997), and negative and positive mood
(Shapiro et al., 1997, Gellman et al., 1990; Schwartz et al., 1994) have been shown to
have an effect on physiological changes throughout the day. The relative contribution of
these factors to HF_HRV will be estimated as well.

Finally, some studies have also shown that time of day may interact with aspects of work
(e.g. night shifts, long working hours) (Akerstedt, 1988, 1991), thereby influencing
performance but also physiological state (Campbell, 1992). Another study has shown time
of day to affect heart rate variability (Malliani et al., 1991). Therefore, it is hypothesised
that time of day will interact with the constructs for the effort-reward imbalance theory,
and have an effect on heart rate variability. Specifically, it was explored whether subjects
differing in ERI show another HF_HRV pattern over the day, and whether this is affected
by need for control
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Method

Subjects
From an initial sample of 104 subjects, 77 agreed to participate in the study. Four subjects
were removed from the analysis of heart rate data, because they used anti-hypertensive
medication, and another three were removed due to equipment failure. The final sample
consisted of 70 workers from two different professions: health professionals (mean age =
40.0, s.d. = 4.6; 18 male, 15 female) and office clerks (mean age = 33.1, s.d. = 9.3; 21
male 16 female). The age and proportion of male subjects did not differ significantly
between the professions. The work tasks of both professions were usually performed in a
seated position. A large part of the day was spent answering telephone calls,
communicating with clients or typing data into a computer. Based on the similarities
between the groups it may be concluded that the entire sample is homogeneous. However,
to ensure this, the variable “profession” was added to the analysis.

Procedure
Two days before the ambulatory measurement of heart rate, subjects were asked to fill out
questionnaires in order to measure effort, reward, need for control and negative
affectivity. Subjects were also questioned on their medical history (hypertension etc.),
smoking habits and profession. These variables were measured once in contrast to the
variables demand, satisfaction, positive and negative mood that were measured several
times a day using a diary implemented in a palm top computer. The diaries were filled in
for seven consecutive days. For the present purpose, only the diary ratings on the day of
ambulatory measurements were used for analysis. Sleep quality was measured at the
beginning of the day, using a special “morning diary” generated by the palm top
computer. After the questionnaires were filled in, the use of the portable diaries was
explained.
On the day of the ambulatory heart rate measurements, subjects were equipped with the
ambulatory apparatus during the first hour of work (8.00 - 9.00 a.m.). Subjects then
engaged in normal work activities during the day. At the end of the work day (4.30 p.m.)
the ambulatory physiological measurements of the health professionals were concluded.
Although the measurements of some health professionals started later than 8.00 and
ended later than 4.30 p.m., no physiological measurements were performed at home. This
was in contrast to the office clerks who had to continue ambulatory physiological
measurements at home till 9.30 p.m. This means that the data obtained after 4.30 p.m. is
mainly based on the measurements obtained from the office clerks. They were instructed
how to disconnect the measuring device at home. The devices were returned to the
investigator the next day. In both groups, diary measurements started at 8.00 a.m. and
continued till 10.30 p.m. (see within-day diary measurements).
At the end of all measurements subjects were debriefed in order to determine any
confounding factors during measurement.
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Measures
Effort, reward and need for control
The revised Dutch Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire (Hanson et al., 2000b) was
used to determine effort, reward and need for control. Effort referred to demanding
aspects of the work environment, and was determined by six items (e.g. “I have constant
time pressure due to a heavy work load”). Reward was measured by items referring to the
esteem by colleagues and superiors (esteem reward, 6 items), monetary gratification (1
item), and status control (5 items). Need for control referred to work related behaviour
and commitment (e.g. “I don’t let others do my work”) and was measured by 9 items. The
reliability (Chronbach’s alpha) of effort, reward and need for control in this study was
respectively .67, .78 and .92.
Negative affectivity
A Dutch translation of the well-being questionnaire (Bradley & Lewis, 1990) was used to
measure negative affectivity. A Chronbach’s alpha of .82 was determined, indicating a
good reliability of the scale.

Within-day diary measurements
Demand, satisfaction, positive and negative mood
Items of the demand, satisfaction and mood scales were programmed in a portable
Hewlett Packard 100 LX computer. The palmtop computer was implemented with
software to conduct measurements according to the Experience Sampling Method (ESM)
(Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1987; Delespaul, 1995). ESM is a method used to assess
fluctuating psychological states such as mood, location, activities, thoughts and perceived
stress in a subjects natural environment, contingent on an auditive signal (beep). The
occurrence of the beep is programmed by the investigator. In the present study, the palm
top computer was programmed to beep several times a day at semi-random intervals
throughout the day. This method of data collection has several advantages of which the
reduction of retrospective bias and the detection of small fluctuations of a subjects state
are the most important (see Delespaul, 1995; Hanson et al., 2000a for an extensive
review).
The diaries of the subjects from each profession had slightly different beep intervals and
number of beeps. The diaries of the health professionals beeped six times a day and the
diaries of the office clerks beeped ten times a day. For both professions the first beep
could be expected after 8.00 a.m. and the last beep before 10.30 p.m.
The subjects were instructed to complete the diary immediately after each beep by
pressing an event maker button on the EGC-recorder. If the diary was not filled in directly
after the beep, the subjects were prompted again after 15 minutes. Subjects were also
given the possibility to skip 1 beep per day at their own convenience (sometimes beeps
are inconvenient, e.g. during an important meeting). This option was expected to enhance
compliance. Theoretically, a maximum of 568 beeps ((6 beeps * 33 subjects) + (10 beeps
* 37 subjects)) could have been generated, however less beeps were generated, due to
mechanical failures (software and hardware) and the exclusion of beeps that occurred
during equipment installation and recovery. Eventually, a total of 472 beeps were
generated, of which 428 were answered (8 diaries were skipped by the user, 27 were
forgotten, and 9 were invalid), leading to a compliance rate of 90.7 %.
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The ESM diary contained three questions about the perceived demands: 1) “Since the last
beep I have been under time pressure” (yes = 1 / no = 0 points); 2) “Since the last beep I
was interrupted a lot” (yes = 1 / no = 0 points); and 3) “Since the last beep I have been
physically active” (yes = 1 / no = 0 point); and two questions that referred to perceived
satisfaction: 1) “Since the last beep my actions have been rewarding” (yes = 0 / no = 1
points); 2) “Since the last beep my contributions have been acknowledged” (yes = 0 / no
= 1 point);. These questions were followed by a scale enabling the rating of the demands
or absence of rewards, on a distress scale running from 1-7. The score per item was
calculated by combining the score on this distress scale with the score on the preceeding
(“yes/no”) questions, hence a maximum score of 8 and a minimum score of 0 could be
obtained per item.

Negative mood was determined using a numerical scale (ranging from 1 “not at all” to 7
“very much”). The items used to rate negative mood were: sad, angry, unhappy and
worried. The internal consistency for negative mood is 0.78. Positive mood was also
determined by a numeric scale (1-7). The items were: happy, playful, energetic and
pleased (internal consistency = 0.87).

Continuous ambulatory measurements
Ambulatory data consisting of ECG R-top interval times (or “inter-beat-intervals” (IBIs))
and an index of the subjects body movement, was collected using two recording devices.
The VITAPORT-I system was used to collect data from the health professionals, and the
VU-AMD was used to collect data from the office clerks.
VITAPORT-I
The VITAPORT-I is a portable event data recorder (8*13*3.2 cm and 300 g) capable of
registering several external analogue signals at varying sampling frequencies (see Jain
(1995) for an extensive description). For the present purpose only ECG R-top intervals
(IBIs), vertical acceleration (movement) and an external marker signal were registered.
Each signal is read through a separate channel, pre-processed and stored on a 1 Mb RAM
card. Data pre-processing enables efficient storage of data.
IBIs were determined using a built-in R-top detection algorithm based on a principle
described by Vary (1980). First the raw ECG was scanned at a frequency of 400 Hz, then
after R-top detection, the inter-beat-interval times were stored at a frequency of 4 Hz. To
measure ECG, three Ag/AgCl electrodes (AMI type 1650-005 Medtronic) were placed as
follows: one electrode was placed 4 cm above the jugular notch of the sternum, the other
was placed at the apex of the heart over the ninth rib, and the ground electrode placed
above the right iliac crest.
Body movement was derived from a IC-3031 uni-axial 3g Piezo-resistive accelerometer
placed on the subjects leg (outer thigh). Vertical accelerations caused by a subject’s
walking were registered and identified as body movement. Null-acceleration (0g, caused
by a quiet leg in horizontal position) was identified as a subject sitting down. Vertical
accelerations were scanned at 50 Hz and stored at a frequency of 2 Hz.
A subject was instructed to press an event marker button after palm top diary beeps.
Events were scanned at 4 Hz and stored at 2 Hz.
VU-AMD
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The VU-AMD (Free University - Ambulatory Monitoring Device) is a device
(3.2*6.5*12 cm and 225 g) specifically designed to measure ECG, respiration, impedance
cardiograms (ICG) and vertical acceleration allowing for R-top detection, derivation of
pre-ejection periods and body movement (de Geus & van Doornen, 1996 ). In the present
study the device was used to determine IBIs, body movement and occurrences of external
events (palm top beeps).
To obtain R-top interval times, the bipolar ECG signal (see VITAPORT-I for electrode
placement) was relayed into a differential amplifier with 1 Mohm impedance and through
a band pass filter of 17 Hz. R-tops were detected using a level detector with automatic
adjustment (Thakor et al., 1983). To store R-top interval times, the device was switched
to “beat-to-beat” registration mode by pressing the event marker button. The temporal
distance between all successive R-peaks (in miliseconds) are then stored as IBIs in the
internal RAM memory.
Body movement was derived from a built-in vertical accelerometer. The output of the
accelerometer is amplified, rectified sampled and reset each 5 seconds. Motility values
are determined by averaging these samples over periods of 30 seconds.

Data processing
Selection of beep periods
At each palm top beep, subjects had to fill in a diary from which positive mood, negative
mood, demand and satisfaction was determined. The time of the beep (time of day) was
automatically registered by the palm-top computer. Beeps are introduced as an event,
around which a period was selected for the calculation of high frequency (HF_HRV)
power of the spectral analysis of IBIs. The periods were determined based on the
following criteria: 1) A minimum period length of 3.5 minutes was selected (to enable
fast Fourier transform (spectral analysis), and decrease the risks of non-stationary signals,
2) these periods were maximally 15 minutes before or after the diary beep (at longer
intervals, the relation of demand, satisfaction, mood and the cardiovascular variables, are
expected to weaken, possibly leading to a bias), 3) Subjects should be seated during the
selected period. Pilot testing had shown that subjects sitting quietly in a chair had a
vertical acceleration lower than 30 gsec (according to the VU-AMS) or between -0.05 g
and +0.05 g (according to VITAPORT-I). Short bursts of 30-50 gsec were allowed, since
testing showed that slight shocks of an arm against the VU-AMD could cause a sudden
short increase in motility values.
Finally, the selected periods were double checked with diary information (“Since the last
beep I didn’t walk and was seated (1)10, (2) 20, (3) 30, (4) 40, or (5) 50 minutes before
diary entry”) to ensure that subjects were sitting down.
A total of 294 out of 428 periods (= 68.7 %) met the above mentioned criteria. Most
missing data was due to body movement or because they fell outside the 15 minute
interval before and after the beep.
Artefact correction
Incorrect R-top detection due to supraventricular extra systoles or extra triggers, may lead
to too long or too short interval times. Using a software program, (CARSPAN, Mulder et
al., 1993) these artefacts were detected and corrected. Artefact detection was carried out
using a 50 sec time window that was moved stepwise through the time series of IBI’s.
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The detection algorithm was set to classify an IBI as a long or short interval if the IBI fell
outside a range of mean IBI (over 50 sec) ± 4 sd. The detected artefacts were then visually
inspected, and artefact type was confirmed. Where possible, long artefacts were
automatically corrected by linear interpolation. Short artefacts were automatically
corrected by adding them to the next IBI. Artefacts not corrected by the software program
were manually corrected. Long intervals that fell within the range of mean IBI (over 50
sec) ± 150 msec were not corrected because deviations this size may be considered local
trend effects and as such will have no appreciable effect on the frequency spectrum
(Mulder, 1988).
Calculation of HF_HRV
After artefact detection and correction, the R-top interval times were fed into the spectral
analysis module of the CARSPAN software. This program uses a sparse discrete Fourier
transformation (Rompelman, 1985) that can calculate a power frequency spectrum from
0.01 to 0.50 Hz. This method may be seen as a direct Fourier transform of heart rate data
in the frequency domain, based on the so called Integral Pulse Frequency Modulator
Model (IPFM; Hyndman & Mohn, 1975). According to this model, fluctuations in heart
rate are caused by the continuous modulation of the sinus arrhythmic node. In this
concept the modulation signal can be seen as a pulse frequency generator, rather than an
interval generator. Thus, HF_HRV is seen as a frequency modulated signal rather than an
interval modulated signal. The spectral values calculated by CARSPAN are normalised at
the mean and expressed in dimensionless “squared modulation index”-units (van Dellen
et al., 1985). Because of this transformation, the dependency between the spectral values
and mean IBI is resolved (Mulder, 1988). For further analysis, the integrated power
density spectra in the high frequency band (HF_HRV, 0.14 - 0.40 Hz) of each selected
period was calculated. The resulting data is considered an index of variability as well as
vagal autonomic control of the heart (Berntson et al., 1997).

Statistical analysis: random coefficient model
As has been described earlier, the variables effort, reward, need for control, and negative
affectivity were measured only once, whilst the variables demand, satisfaction, positive
and negative mood as well as the selected IBI periods were measured several times a day.
The variables that were measured several times a day are said to be nested within the
units (subjects) at a higher level, and are referred to as the lowest level of measurement
(beep level). The variables at the highest level (subject level) are sleep quality, effort,
reward, effort-reward imbalance, need for control and negative affectivity (see table 1).
The data is also related to the time of day, and the moment of data collection differs
between individuals (e.g in one subject the first beep may be at 8.30 a.m. whilst the first
beep in an other subject may be at 9.10 a.m., leading to varying time points). To
adequately assess the effect of higher level variables on lower level variables, and varying
time points, a statistical method based on a random coefficient model (Bryk &
Raudenbush, 1992; Goldstein, 1995) was employed, rather than a traditional method
(such as analysis of variance or regression analysis). Furthermore, due to the
characteristics of the measured variables, missing values are not uncommon. Again,
traditional analysis techniques need complete data sets. Missing values usually result in
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the omission of an entire subject. Using a random coefficient model these two problems
(varying time points in time and missing cases) are adequately addressed.

Table 1. Measurement levels and variables.

variable beep level
(within-days)

subject level
(between subjects)

time *
negative mood *
positive mood *
demand-satisfaction ratio (ADSR) *
demand *
satisfaction *
high frequency heart rate variability
(HF_HRV)

*

sleep quality *
smoking *
gender *
profession *
negative affectivity *
effort *
reward *
effort-reward imbalance (ERI) *
need for control *

In the present study, we set out to assess the variance at the beep and subject level, the
random and fixed effects of beep level variables and the fixed effects of subject level
variables on HF_HRV. To achieve this, a number of models were created, each testing a
specific effect.
To assess the amount of variance at each level, an empty model was tested (intercept
only: model 1). Then, the effect of time of day on HF_HRV was assessed (time of day:
model 2). After this, the effects of explanatory variables at the lowest level (respectively
negative mood, positive mood, actual demand-satisfaction ratio, demand, and
satisfaction), and the subject level (respectively sleep quality, gender, smoking,
profession, effort, reward, effort-reward imbalance, need for control and negative
affectivity) on HF_HRV were tested (model 3). It was also tested whether the effect of
each beep level variable differed between individuals (i.e. had a random effect). Finally,
possible interaction effects were tested (model 4). The following interactions were of
interest: ERI * need for control, effort * time1, reward * time, and ERI * time. For reasons
of simplicity, only the significant effects are shown in the table (table 2)

All estimates of the regression coefficients were obtained using the program MLn
(Woodhouse et al., 1996). The significance of the fixed effects was determined by
dividing the estimate by its standard error, and the significance of the covariances and
variances were determined by the likelihood ratio test (Bryk & Raudenbusch, 1992).

1 The interactions with time2 and time3 were also determined (see results).
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RESULTS

Fixed and random effects on HF_HRV
Before the analyses, a logarithmic transformation was performed on HF_HRV (Ln
HF_HRV) data to correct for skewness. This transformation resulted in a normally
distributed HF_HRV curve throughout the day (skewness = -0.37, min. = 9.50 max. =
15.99). Then, the amount of variance at each level (the beep level and subject level) was
assessed, by constructing an intercept only model (model 1). The intra-level-2 correlation
(Goldstein, 1995) shows that 60% (0.876 / (0.583 + 0.876)) of the variance is at the
subject level and 40% (0.583 / (0.583 + 0.876) at the beep level. This means that
differences between subjects are larger than the differences within the day (60 : 40 %).
However, the variance within-days is still quite large.

Table 2. Fixed and random effects on Ln HF_HRV.
Fixed Effects Estimate + (s.e.)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Intercept 12.780 (0.158) * 12.360 (0.367) * 12.860 (0.380) * 13.750 (0.617) *
Time 0.383 (0.189) * 0.419 (0.188) * 0.257 (0.192) .
Time2 -0.074 (0.030) * -0.079 (0.030) * -0.071 (0.030) *
Time3 0.004 (0.001) * 0.004 (0.001) * 0.004 (0.001) *
Need for control -0.163 (0.045) * -0.161 (0.045) *
ERI -1.615 (0.948) .
ERI * Time 0.227 (0.080) *

Random effects variance
Subject level
Var (intercept) 0.876 0.937 0.696 0.695
Beep level
Var (intercept) 0.583 0.543 0.539 0.512

∆ deviance - -8.28 -11.69 - 8.01

For all models: n beeps = 294, 70 subjects; * = p<0.05. The deviance of each model with respect to the previous model was calculated
(∆ deviance).
Model 1: An intercept only model, for estimating variance at the subject and beep levels.
Model 2: The fixed and random effects of time of day (“time”, “time2” , “time3” ) on HF_HRV were assessed. Only the fixed effects
were significant.
Model 3: The fixed and random effects of all variables on HF_HRV were tested. Only the fixed effects of “time”, “time2” , “time3”
(in hours after 8.00 a.m.) and “need for control” were significant. When tested separately, the effect of “profession” was also
significant, this effect disappeared when all variables were tested simultaneously.
Model 4: The fixed effects of two interaction variables on HF_HRV were tested separately: “effort-reward imbalance * need for
control”, and “effort-reward imbalance * time” . Only the latter interaction effect was significant.

Second, the effect of the time of day on HF_HRV was assessed (model 2). To adequately
control for the effect of the time of day on HF_HRV, a HF_HRV curve was first
estimated and plotted against time of day. As is shown in table 2 (model 2), the HF_HRV
curve can be described by a third degree polynomial. The time variables in this model
were model “time” “time2” and “time3”, all of which had a significant effect on HF_HRV.



Chapter 4. Vagal cardiac control throughout the day

57

The fit of a higher degree polynomials (fourth etc.) was not significantly better than the fit
of the third degree polynomial, therefore it was concluded that the HF_HRV curve is best
described by a third degree polynomial. Both the observed and the estimated curve are
plotted in figure 1. The estimated values closely follow the observed values, although the
“after lunch dip” (at ± 1.18 p.m.) in the observed values was not reflected by the
estimated values. The decrease in variance (∆ 0.040) shows that the time of day effect
explains 7 % of the variance at the beep level (0.040 / 0.583).
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Figure 1. Estimated and observed Ln HF_HRV throughout the day.

A random term for each time variable (time, time2 and time3) was introduced into the
model, allowing for individual differences in HF_HRV levels at different times of the
day. None of the effects of the random terms were significant, indicating no differences
between subjects regarding the effect of time of day.

After assessing time of day effects, the effects of the remaining beep level variables were
tested. The fixed and random effects of the following beep level variables on HF_HRV
were tested: negative mood, positive mood, the actual demand-satisfaction ratio, demand
and satisfaction. Non of these effects were significant.

Next, explanatory subject level variables were introduced: sleep quality, smoking, gender,
profession, negative affectivity, effort, reward, need for control, and ERI. When tested
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separately, both profession and need for control had a significant negative effect on
HF_HRV (respectively: estimate = -0.966, s.e. = 0.329; estimate = -0.163, s.e. = 0.045).
More specifically, the HF_HRV of the health professionals was 0.966 lower than the
HF_HRV of office clerks. An increase in need for control by 1 unit (minimal score = 1
maximal score = 9) is associated with a decrease in HF_HRV of 0.163. When tested
simultaneously, only the effect of need for control remained significant (see table 2,
model 3).

Finally, the following interaction effects on HF_HRV were tested: 1) between ERI and
need for control, 2) between effort and time, 3) between reward and time, and 4) between
ERI and time. The interaction between effort and time1 was significant, indicating that a 1
unit increase in “ERI * time” is associated with a 0.227 HF_HRV increase. Adding the
interaction effect to the model, the total model explains 21 % variance at the subject level
((0.876- 0.695) / 0.876) (see table 2 model 4).

Discussion
Most importantly, we found that a higher need for control is associated with lower
HF_HRV. According to the effort-reward imbalance theory, a high effort-reward
imbalance is associated with vigorous striving and an increased “autonomic activation”,
an effect supposedly enhanced by need for control. In the present study, we found support
for one aspect of this hypothesis: high need for control is associated with vagal
withdrawal. As lower heart rate variability (indicating a higher vagal tone) is associated
with cardiac events (Liao et al., 1997) and other negative health outcomes (Stansfeld et
al., 1998), subjects high in need of control in the long run might be more at risk. The
present data indeed show that in these subjects low vagal control is constantly present, at
least during waking hours. Extending this type of recordings through the night and more
elaborated assessment of cardiac functioning or subclinical cardiac events such as
transient ischemia, will further illuminate in how far this pervasive effort spending coping
style compromises cardiovascular status.

In contrast to the expectations, effort, reward, ERI, demand, and satisfaction, did not
have significant fixed or random effects on HF_HRV. This suggests that the ‘simple’
effects of perception of the work environment nor the actual experience of demand or
satisfaction affect HF_HRV. Neither did the effort reward imbalance, which is a central
assumption in the theory of Siegrist. Still, HF_HRV, at specific times of the day, is
affected by effort-reward imbalance: subjects high in effort-reward imbalance have a
higher vagal tone later in the day. Because a higher vagal tone is associated with lower
mental effort, we interpret that later in the day, these subjects spend less mental effort to
perform their duties. In the introduction this was referred to as disengagement or change
to less effort demanding strategies. In other terms: subjectively experienced effort-reward
imbalance seems to be accompanied by less investments in terms of mental effort as the
day progresses. Analysing cardiovascular concomitants may clarify (the costs of) the
dynamic interaction of motivational drives and environmental demands. Future research
should expand on this, introducing more detailed assessment of mental effort, related
subjective motivational states and performance measures.
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As previously discussed, the imbalance between effort and reward was only reflected in
the diurnal curve of HF_HRV, suggesting a disengagement from the work demands later
in the day. No main effect of ERI could be shown. The present populations are not
excessively stressed. It is conceivable that with progressing age or stress, the mental
effort disengagement will not suffice to prevent deleterious effects of perceived
disharmony between give and get. Although the interaction “effort-reward imbalance *
need for control” was not significant in this study, the combination with a high need of
control in the long run may make people especially vulnerable to the negative health
effects of a low vagal tone. It is intriguing to link these observations and speculations to
the risk factors and the development of burnout: highly striving individuals finally not
fulfilling their aspirations (Schaufeli & Buunk, 1996). The similarity of ‘exhaustion’, the
primary component of burnout to ‘vital exhaustion’ as related to myocardial infarction
(Goodkin & Appels, 1997) may turn out to be less than superficial.

To date, relatively little is known about the relationship between autonomic cardiac
control and mood. Sloan et al (Sloan et al., 1994) combined a number of items reflecting
negative mood (unhappy, irritable, tense and pressured), and assessed it’s relation with
cardiac control. This variable (which they referred to as “stress”) was related to a higher
LF/HF_HRV ratio (an index of increased sympathetic predominance in cardiac
sympathovagal balance). In contrast to these results, the present study shows that neither
negative nor positive mood are related to HF_HRV. A possible explanation for this
finding is that in natural settings, HF_HRV may be subject to control by other factors
(such as physical activities) that override the influence of mood, although HF_HRV was
only determined when the subject was seated for at least five minutes, to minimise the
effects of physical activity. However, the influence of previous intensive physical activity
(e.g. especially if the effects last longer than five minutes) can not be totally ruled out.
Another possible explanation for the absence of a relationship between mood and
autonomic activity may be provided by the actual items used to reflect mood. The mood
variable used by Sloan et al., did not solely consist of mood items, but also contained
items reflecting time pressure and tension. This suggests that the interaction between
pressure, tension and negative mood items may affect autonomic activity rather than
mood per se. Future studies should continue these efforts to identify the exact items
related to autonomic cardiac function. This can be achieved by assessing the effects of a
wider range of variables. For example, a study performed by Schwartz et al., (1994) has
shown that anger increases ambulatory blood pressure and that feelings of being rushed
increases ambulatory heart rate. It should be tested if these variables also affect HF_HRV.

This study has focused on effects of effort and reward on the HF_HRV band, for reasons
explained in the introduction. Findings with other work related variables and a different
choice of dependent measures should be attended to as well. For instance Meijman (1997)
has shown that the power in the middle frequency range of heart rate (0.07 - 0.14 Hz) is
associated with mental effort as well as fatigue. Future studies, could very well include
these variables and, for instance, identify how time of day and fatigue may affect heart
rate variability.
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The primary aim of this study was the effect of work related factors on HF_HRV.
However, interesting spin-off for the general field of psychobiology should be mentioned
as well. Confirming and expanding on the findings of Malliani et al., 1991), the
ambulatory measurements of HF_HRV in the present study are affected by the time of the
day. The graphical representation of HF_HRV (see figure 1) shows that HF_HRV is low
in the morning (( 9.00 a.m.), and in the afternoon (( 1.00 p.m. - 4.00 p.m.) and increases
towards the end of the evening (( 9.30 p.m.). As HF_HRV reflects parasympathetic
cardiac control, we see two peaks in vagal withdrawal throughout the day: in the morning
(at the beginning of the workday), and after lunch. The increase in vagal activity towards
the end of the evening, may reflect decreasing demands and/or the occurrence of recovery
processes. Factors such as gender and smoking did not have a significant effect on
ambulatory HF_HRV.

Conclusions

The importance of ongoing psychophysiological measurements is now gaining
recognition (Hockey, 1997). The relationships between patterns of work strain and their
consequences for the individual are essentially dynamic, requiring dynamic assessments
and analyses to reflect these processes. In the present study, the variance in ambulatory
HF_HRV could partly be explained by variables at the beep (time of day) and the subject
level (need for control) as well as by interaction of time of the day and subjects’
characteristics (ERI * time). This strongly points to the necessity to add ambulatory
assessments to the more traditional trait like approaches in order to understand the
dynamic psychobiological adaptation or maladaptation (vagal cardiac regulation) to the
work environment while actually at work. The present study also proved the feasibility of
this approach, without noticeable disturbance of the ongoing work assignments or of the
work environment.

The amount of explained variance may not be overwhelming (model 4 explains 21 % at
beep level i.e. some 12 % of total variance). However, in contrast to other, momentary
effects under artificial conditions (e.g. laboratory) reported in the literature, the effects in
this study are present during prolonged periods of time and in a natural setting, enhancing
potential clinical relevance.

The negative impact of ‘need for control’ -considered as a generalised coping strategy-
invites to envisage the usefulness of interventions. Intervention programs for burnout (see
Schaufeli and Enzman, 1998) include an evaluation of, and adaptive changes in the way
people cope with job demands. The intended accompanying positive changes in
autonomic drive directly affect ‘the heart of the matter’.

Finally, the results of this study point to the challenging issue of
“chronopsychobiological” effects: changes in biological regulation over the day are
influenced by individual psychological differences, in the present case by a perceived
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imbalance between give and get in the work situation. Taken together, we consider that
the present results add to the understanding of mechanisms by which work related factors
may contribute to long term cardiovascular health or disease.
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Chapter 5

Cortisol secretion throughout the day, perceptions of
the work environment and negative affect

Abstract

The effects of explanatory variables derived from a work stress model (the effort-reward
imbalance model), on salivary cortisol were assessed. A multilevel analysis was used to
distinguish the effects of single occasion and multiple occasion measurements of work
stress and affect on cortisol. The single (or cross-sectional) factors include effort-reward
imbalance, need for control, negative affect, and other enduring factors (type of
occupation, gender and smokers). The multiple occasion measurements, include negative
mood, actual demand-satisfaction ratio, sleep quality, workload (workday versus day-off)
and lunch. The effect of time of day on cortisol was controlled for before the analyses
were performed.

Negative mood rather than negative affectivity was positively associated with ambulatory
measured cortisol dynamics. The variables from the work stress model, effort, reward,
need for control did not, neither did its state like derivatives demand and satisfaction.
Additionally, the results show that the time course of cortisol differs between individuals
and that the effect of sleep quality on cortisol can vary from person to person. This points
to the necessity of continued efforts to single out sources of individual variability.
The finding that variables derived from the effort-reward imbalance model are not related
with cortisol restricts the generalizability of this model to explain psychobiological
relations in work related stress. More in general, the present results invite to further
qualify the widely claimed association between chronic stress and HPA activity, at least,
as far as can be deducted from cortisol measurements.
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INTRODUCTION
It has been established that a chronic increase in hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA)-
axis activity and the subsequent increase in cortisol is associated with negative health
outcomes (McEwen et al., 1993). HPA-axis activity and increases in cortisol have been
associated with life stress (Selye, 1980; Mason, 1968; Anisman et al., 1982; Endresen et
al., 1992)work stress (Ockenfels et al., 1995; Pollard et al., 1996), negative affect
(Buchanan et al., 1999; Smyth et al., 1998; Eck et al., 1996), and loss of sleep (Murawski
et al., 1960; Henning et al., 1998; Leproult et al., 1997). A number of authors argue that
affect is the major cause of cortisol increases (Buchanan et al., 1999), but the evidence for
this, in particularly in daily life remains small (Buchanan et al., 1999; Eck et al., 1996).
The present study focuses on this issue, and assesses the relative contribution of each of
these factors on cortisol throughout the day.

The Effort-Reward Imbalance (ERI) theory (Siegrist, 1996) provides a model for
enduring work stress, resulting from low reward considering the demanded efforts. The
work stress theory also states that conditions of high effort and low reward induce adverse
emotional consequences, and possibly affect the physiological functioning of an
individual (Siegrist et al., 1990). Employees with a high ERI have been shown to have a
higher risk in developing cardiovascular disease (Siegrist et al., 1997). To date the short-
term underlying mechanisms of this process still remain unclear. It has been demonstrated
that high chronic work stress has is associated with a slower decrease of cortisol during
the day (Caplan et al., 1979). This is of potentially great importance, since the shape of
the cortisol curve (lower than normal values in the morning, and higher than normal in
the evening) has been related to lower well-being and health (Smyth et al., 1997). The
same is hypothesised for ERI. Furthermore, the ERI theory states that individuals with a
high need for control are less likely to disengage from stressful experiences caused by
high ERI (Siegrist et al., 1994). Therefore, the effect of ERI on cortisol is expected to be
moderated by need for control (i.e. an interaction is expected between ERI and need for
control).

As was mentioned above, repeated measurements of ongoing situations have also revealed that
daily stressors are associated with increased cortisol (Smyth et al., 1998; Eck et al., 1996). In
the present study, the ratio of high demand and low satisfaction is considered a momentary
assessment of stress throughout the day at work and at home. Thus, a high ADS-R is expected
to be associated with a higher cortisol. Evaluations of events throughout the day can be
performed using an Ecological Momentary Assessment (EMA) technique (Stone et al., 1994).
To our knowledge, this is the first study that measured demand and satisfaction using EMA.
Reich and co-workers (Reich et al., 1988; Reich et al., 1983) also measured demand and
satisfaction, but the ratings were given at the end of the day. In their studies, subjects had to
rate the demand frequency of 30 daily events, and whether he/she had actually responded to the
event. The outcome of the activity was then rated on a 5-point dissatisfaction/satisfaction
scale. An average demand/satisfaction ratio was obtained by dividing the number of activities
reported by the total of all satisfaction ratings. Another difference with the present study, was
that an estimate of occurrence frequency was used to reflect demands rather than an appraisal
of the distress caused by the demands.
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The effect of daily workload on cortisol dynamics has yield equivocal results. Lundberg
et al. (1989; 1980) found a higher cortisol on days with a higher workload in comparison
to days with a low (or no) workload, but Pollard (1996) did not find cortisol differences
between a day of and working days. A possible explanation is the mediating effect of
negative affect (Buchanan et al., 1999).

According to the literature increases in cortisol are the result of negative affect involving
fear, anxiety, helplessness and loss of control (Levine et al., 1989; Al'Absi et al., 1993;
Frankenhaeuser, 1989; Arnetz et al., 1986). Negative affect is the tendency to experience
a wide range of negative emotions like trait anxiety, depression and negative mood
(McCrae, 1990; Watson et al., 1984). It is described as “…a general dimension of
subjective distress and unpleasurable engagement…” (Watson et al., 1988). Popular
instruments used to indicate negative affect are the Positive Affectivity/Negative
Affectivity Schedule, PANAS (Watson et al., 1988) or the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory,
STAI (Watson et al., 1984). In the present study trait negative affect was measured by
seven items reflecting anxiety and depression (Bradley et al., 1990). Negative affect can
also be measured as negative mood throughout the day (Doosje et al., 1994; Smyth et al.,
1998). In the literature, negative affect is considered to cause inflated correlations
between stressors and self reported health symptoms (Costa et al., 1987; Watson et al.,
1989). Negative affect rather than stress is expected to be associated with increases in
cortisol (Buchanan et al., 1999).

Cortisol is said to increase if the amount of sleep in the preceding night was small
(Murawski et al., 1960). Subjects with lower durations of and less recovery in sleep
showed a reversal in their circadian function (Henning et al., 1998), and a delay in the
recovery of the hypothalamo-pituitary-adrenal axis from early morning circadian cortisol
stimulation (Leproult et al., 1997). This is interesting, as sleep is important in restoration
of biological functioning (Friess et al., 1995), and a delay in recovery may involve an
alteration in negative glucocorticoid feedback regulation (Leproult et al., 1997). In this
respect, sleep loss can be assigned a role in the stress – health relation.

Other factors like smoking (McCrae, 1990), gender (Kirschbaum et al., 1992) and food
consumption during lunch (Follenius et al., 1982; Malozowski et al., 1990; Quigley et al.,
1979) also influence cortisol dynamics. These effects are found after the well-known time
of day effect (Krieger et al., 1971; McCrae, 1990) has been controlled for and will be
taken into account in this study.

Summarising, cortisol patterning throughout the day is expected to vary as a function of
negative affect, work stress and sleep quality, superimposed on the effect of time of day.
The following hypotheses are tested, after controlling for the well-known effects of lunch
consumption, gender, occupation and smoking:

1) Negative affect (i.e. trait negative affect and negative mood measured throughout the
day) is positively associated with cortisol.
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2) Subjects with a high work stress (i.e. high ERI, a high need for control (and their
interaction), a high ADS-R, and workdays) have higher cortisol.

3) Cortisol is elevated on workdays, and in subjects that had some difficulty sleeping.

METHOD

Subjects
A total of 104 subjects in two companies were invited to participate in the study. After a
meeting in which the objectives of the study were explained, seventy-seven subjects
agreed to participate in the present study. Thirty-six of the participants were health
professionals (mean age = 39.8, s.d = 4.7; 20 male, 16 female) and 41 (mean age = 32.9,
s.d. = 9.8; 23 male, 18 female) were office clerks. There was no significant difference in
age and proportion of male participants between the occupations.

Materials
Effort, reward and need for control.
Effort, reward and need for control were measured using the revised Dutch Effort-Reward
Imbalance Questionnaire (Hanson et al., 1999). The questionnaire measures three main
subscales: effort, reward and need for control. Effort is measured by six items that refer to
demanding aspects of the work environment (e.g. “I have constant time pressure due to a heavy
work load”). If the statement is affirmed, the subjects are then asked to rate its severity from
“not at all distressed” (1 point) to “very distressed” (4 points). A negative answer to the
statement scores 1 point. Reward is measured by twelve items that refer to the three following
topics: ‘esteem reward’ (6 items), ‘monetary gratification’ (1 item) and ‘status control’ (5
items) (e.g. “My promotion prospects are poor”). These items are scored in the same way as
the effort items, so that a minimum score of 1 point and a maximum score of 4 points per item
can be obtained. In this study (n=77) an internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) of .67 and .78
was found for respectively extrinsic effort and reward. A score for effort-reward imbalance
was calculated by dividing the score on effort by the weighted score on reward: effort / (reward
* (0.5)). The reward scale has twice as many items than the effort scale. Multiplying reward by
0.5 corrects for this. The need for control scale consists of 9 dichotomous items (e.g. I don’t
let others do my work. Agree / disagree). Affirmative answers to the question scored 1 and
disagreement 0. The internal consistency of the need for control scale in this study (n = 77) is
0.92.

Trait negative affect
Negative affect was measured using a Dutch translation (Doosje et al., 1994) of the Well-
being questionnaire (Bradley et al., 1990). The questionnaire consisted of four subscales:
anxiety, depression, energy and positive well being. A factor analysis performed on the
anxiety and depression subscales resulted in a new subscale (7 items) called negative
affect. The items used to measure negative affect refer to feelings of depression (e.g. I
have crying spells or feel like it) and anxiety (e.g. I feel nervous and anxious). Both
depression and anxiety are associated with negative affect (McCrae, 1990; Watson et al.,
1984). Each item was rated on a 4-point numeric scale (with the labels “never” and
“always” on the extremes). The range of the scores was 21. A psychometric analysis
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performed on the scale revealed a satisfactory internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha =
.86) (Doosje et al., 1994). In the present study an alpha of .82 (n=77) was obtained.

Sleep Quality
The Groningen sleep quality scale (14 items) was used to measure subjective sleep quality
of the preceding night (Mulder-Hajonides van der Meulen et al., 1990; Meijman et al.,
1990). The scale covers various complaints about sleep such as: sleep quality in the
previous night, insufficient sleep, difficulty falling asleep etc. Higher scores on the scale
indicate a lower sleep quality. A score between 2-4 is considered normal in a healthy
population. The internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) was .85 on the first day and .87
on the second.
Smoking, lunch and occupation
In a briefing session before the experiment, subjects were asked whether they smoked, at
what time they went for lunch, and their occupation (i.e. office clerk or health
professional). Their answers were reconfirmed in a debriefing session after the
experiment, and added as separate variables to the data.

Demands, satisfaction and negative mood
An EMA diary was used to measure demand, satisfaction and negative mood. The diary
contained three questions about the perceived demands: (1) “Since the last beep I was
interrupted a lot”: yes / no), (2) “Since the last beep I was under time pressure”: yes / no),
and (3) “Since the last beep I experienced physical demands”: yes / no). Two questions
referred to perceived satisfaction: (1) “Since the last beep my actions were worth the trouble”:
yes / no), and (2) “Since the last beep my input was acknowledged”: yes / no). An appraisal
was obtained reflecting the level of distress caused by each item. Distress was rated on a scale
running from 1 (“Not at all distressed”) to 4 (“very distressed”). The total scores of each
scale was obtained by summing the scores of the items and their appraisals. Finally, a score for
the actual demand-satisfaction ratio was obtained by dividing the scores on demand by the
scores on satisfaction: ((2/3)*demand)/satisfaction. The demand scale has three items, and the
satisfaction scale has two. Multiplying demand by 2/3 corrects for this difference in number of
items.

The subjects were asked to rate their negative mood using four mood adjectives. The
scores on negative mood (e.g.“ I feel sad”) were obtained using a numerical scale
(ranging from 1 “not at all” to 7 “very much”). The items used to rate negative mood
were a selection of 4 out of 5 variables used by Smyth et al. (1998): sad, angry, unhappy
and worried. The fifth item (depressed/blue) was excluded because no satisfactory
translation could be made into Dutch. In this study we found an internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alpha) of .80, .76 and .85 for respectively negative mood, demand and
satisfaction.

Cortisol
Cortisol was determined from saliva samples. Salivary cortisol is considered a reliable
index of free plasma cortisol (Vining et al., 1983). The secretion of cortisol is episodic
and pulsatile (Gallagher, 1973), and the amount of cortisol in saliva increases within
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minutes after the occurrence of a stressful experience. The amount of cortisol found in
saliva reaches it’s peak approximately 20 minutes after the stressor (Kirschbaum et al.,
1992).
Cortisol samples were obtained as follows. Subjects were asked to chew on a cotton swab
until it was saturated in saliva. This swab was then placed in a plastic tube (called
“Salivette” manufactured by Sarstedt), capped and placed in a refrigerator at the subjects
home or work place. After the experiment, the salivettes were stored at -20 0C. In the
present study, cortisol collection rate was 85% (956 cortisol samples were collected). Five
samples were discarded due to extreme values (>50 nM). Salivary cortisol values were
determined by employing a time-resolved immunoassay with fluormetric end point
detection (see (Egloff et al., 1995)), and by radio-immunoassay employing a polyclonal
anticortisol-antibody (K7348). [1,2-3H(N)]- Hydrocortisone (NET 185,NEN-DUPONT,
Dreiech, Germany) was used as a tracer following chromatografic verification of its
purity. Mean and average values obtained from both detection methods did not differ
significantly as was determined by a t-test. The lower detection limit of both assay is less
than 0.43 nM.

Procedure
The data in this study were collected by means of: questionnaires, salivettes (test tubes for
saliva collection) and diaries. Two days before the diary data collection started, the
subjects were asked to fill in questionnaires about effort, reward, need for control and
negative affect. They were also questioned about their medical history (hypertension etc.),
work environment (type of occupation, years of experience etc.) and personal
characteristics (sex, age etc.).
The diaries were used to obtain within-day measurements of demands, satisfaction and
mood. These measurements were carried out according to the Experience Sampling
Method (ESM) (Ockenfels et al., 1995; Eck et al., 1996; Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1987;
Delespaul, 1995). Subjects were asked to fill out a diary several times a day. The diary
questions were presented to the subjects via a palm-top computer (HP-100 LX) that
beeped at semi-random intervals throughout the day. In total 1123 beeps were generated
(for all subjects), 1014 of which were answered (compliance rate = 90%). The first beep
was after 8.00 a.m. and the last beep was not later than 10.30 p.m. In the subsample of
health professionals, beeps were generated 6 times a day, at semi-random intervals of
approximately 140 minutes. Beeps were clustered 20 minutes before and 20 minutes after
these 140 minute intervals. In the subsample of office clerks, beeps were generated 10
times a day at semi-random intervals of approximately 90 minutes. In this subsample
beeps were clustered 20 minutes before and 20 minutes after the 90 minute intervals.
Saliva was collected on two days, a work day, and a day off (see measurement of
cortisol). Subjects were instructed to collect saliva at the moment of the beeps, label and
preserve the salivettes.

Statistical analysis
In the present study, cross-sectional data from questionnaires as well as within-day and
daily diary data were collected (see table 1). The questionnaires were used to measure
effort, reward need for control and negative affect. The diaries were used to collect
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information about negative mood, work stress and sleep quality on two days (a workday
and a day-off). To determine the relation between the independent variables and cortisol,
a series of regression analyses could have been performed. However, this would have lead
to a number of problems: omission of entire subjects due to missing values or
measurement points, aggregation bias, capitalisation of chance due to multiple testing,
unequal timing of assessment, and correlated assessments (Jaccard et al., 1993; Schwartz
et al., 1998). As can be understood from the previous sections, a subject was randomly
prompted (by a beep) throughout the day. This leads to measurements that vary in time
throughout the day (within-day level) as well as between subjects (subject level). A two-
level linear model (or random coefficient model) (Bryk et al., 1987; Goldstein, 1995) was
used to analyse the data.

At the moment of the beep the subjects had to answer a number of questions and collect
saliva samples. Not always did a subject succeed in doing this on time, leading to missing
data. Measurements close in time are also somewhat correlated. In conventional statistical
analyses, these data characteristics may result in a large amount of missing subjects,
(because a whole subject is omitted), and to biased results. Performing a multilevel
analysis resolves these problems (Buchanan et al., 1999). In this paper, several models
were explored to test the relationships between cortisol and explanatory variables at each
level. Model 1 was tested to determine the number of levels in the data, and the
distribution of variance over these levels. The effects of time of day were determined in
model 2, and the effects of the remaining variables were tested in model 3. All non-
significant effects were removed from the model.

Table 1. Measurement levels and variables.
Variable within-day level subject level
time *
cortisol *
negative mood *
actual demand-satisfaction ratio (ADS-R) *
sleep quality *
lunch *
work day *
effort-reward imbalance (ERI) *
need for control *
negative affectivity *
occupation *
gender *
smoking *

ERI*time * *
ERI*need for control *

All estimates were obtained using the program MLn (Goldstein, 1995). The significance
of the fixed effects was determined by comparing it to its standard error. To achieve
significance, the fixed effect should be at least twice the standard error. The significance
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of the random effects were determined by the likelihood ratio test (Bryk et al., 1987).
Only significant fixed effects are presented in the tables. Where necessary, explained
variance and random effects are reported in the text.

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics
To increase the comprehensibility of the data some descriptive statistical analyses have been
performed: mean, Standard Error of Mean (S.E. Mean) and their quartile scores (see table 1).
Mean and SE Mean for within-day variables derived by aggregating the scores at each beep over
subjects and days. The mean effort-reward Imbalance (ERI) ratio (0.49) shows that the
present sample was not highly stressed. According to a definition of the theory, only
subjects with an ERI ratio lager than 1 are at risk of developing cardiovascular disease.
The average sleep quality is 3.73, which is normal for a healthy working population. The
means and SE Mean calculated within-days for the highest and lowest quartile of negative mood
are given in figure 1.

Time of day effects on cortisol
Before testing whether the explanatory variables had a significant effect on cortisol, the
amount of variance at each level (the within-day level and subject level) was assessed.
The amount of variance at each level was derived from an empty model (model 1, figure
2). A simple calculation shows that 16% of the variance is at the subject level and 84% at
the beep level (see table 2).

To adequately control for the effect of the time of day on cortisol, a cortisol curve was
first estimated and plotted against time of day. Before this curve was estimated, a fifth
root transformation was performed on cortisol (cortisol0.2) data to correct for skewness. In
accordance with (Ockenfels et al., 1995), this transformation resulted in a normally
distributed cortisol curve throughout the day (skewness = -0.19, min. = 0.63 max. = 1.91).
As is shown in table 2 (model 2), the cortisol curve can be described by a third degree
polynomial. The time variables in this model were model ‘time’ ‘time2’ and ‘time3’.

‘Time’ and ‘time3’ have a negative effect on cortisol, whilst ‘time2’ has a positive effect on
cortisol. The fit of higher degree polynomials (fourth etc.) was not significantly better
than the fit of the third degree polynomial. Therefore it was concluded that the cortisol
curve is best described by a third degree polynomial. Both the observed and the estimated
curve are plotted in a figure 1. The estimated values closely follow the observed values,
showing an adequate fit.
A random term for ‘time’ was introduced into the model, and its effects were tested. A
random term allows for individual differences in cortisol at different times of the day. The
effect of this term was significant. This means that the effect of ‘time’ differs between
subjects. The other time variables (‘time2’ and ‘time3’) had no significant random effect.
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Table 2. Mean, and Standard Error of mean (SE Mean) for the actual demand-
Satisfaction ratio (ADS-R), Effort-Reward Imbalance (ERI), need for control, trait
negative affect, negative mood, and sleep quality.

ADS-R ERI Need for
Control

Negative
affect

Negative
mood

Sleep
quality

N 850 850 850 850 850 850
Mean 2.03 .49 3.70 2.95 6.45 3.73

Std. Error of Mean .05 .01 .11 .10 .13 .10
Percentiles 25 .83 .38 1.00 1.00 4.00 1.00

50 1.50 .46 3.00 2.00 4.00 3.00
75 2.50 .58 7.00 4.00 8.00 5.00
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Figure 1. Estimated and observed cortisol throughout the day

Other explanatory variables cortisol
After controlling for time of day, the effects of all other variables on cortisol were tested
(table 3, model 3). The results show a significant fixed effect for negative mood, lunch
and smoking, and a random effect for ‘sleep quality. This means that the effect of ‘sleep
quality’ differs between subjects. All other effects were not significant.

Table 3. The effect of explanatory variables at the beep level on cortisol.

Fixed Effects Estimate + (s.e.)
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Intercept 1.365 (0.0118) * 1.555 (0.0269) * 1.509 (0.0342) *
Time -0.0354 (0.0144) * -0.0522 (0.0146) *
Time2 0.0034 (0.0023) * 0.0059 (0.0023) *
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Time3 -0.0002 (0.0001) * -0.0003 (0.0001) *
Lunch 0.0504 (0.0168) *
Negative mood 0.0050 (0.0017) *
Sleep quality -0.0052 (0.0031)
Smoking 0.0324 (0.0105)*

Random effects variance
Subject level
Var (intercept) 0.0068 (16%) 0.0070 0.0038
Var (time) 5.8-5

Var (sleep) 8.7-5

Within-day level
Var (intercept) 0.0348 (84%) 0.0212 0.0189

∆ deviance - 395.74 435.71

For all models: n cases = 850, 77 subjects; * = p<0.05. The deviance of each model with
respect to the null model was calculated (∆ deviance).
Model 1: An intercept only model (empty model), for estimating variance at the subject
and within-day levels. The percentage of the total variance is given within parenthesis().
Model 2: The variables ‘time’, ‘time2’ and ‘time3’ (in hours after 8.00 a.m.) were
introduced. The random effect of the ‘time’ variable were significant (deviance change
Var (time) = 14.70 df = 1, p<0.001).
Model 3: Final model including all significant effects. The fixed effects of negative mood
and the random effects of sleep quality (deviance change Var (sleep) = 8.39 df = 1,
p<0.001) are significant.
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Figure 2. Cortisol throughout the day for the first and fourth quartiles of negative mood.
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DISCUSSION
Negative affect
Negative affect was measured at two levels: trait negative affect (measured cross-
sectionally) and negative mood (measured throughout the day). The results show that
negative mood but not trait negative affect had a significant positive effect on cortisol,
after controlling for time of day, food consumption, and smoker effects (see figure 2). The
results suggest that the fluctuations in negative mood may be accompanied by changes in
cortisol, and that these effects are not the result of a personality trait (i.e. the tendency of
subjects to perceive events as negative). These results are in contrast to the results of van
Eck et al. (1996).

One explanation for this difference may be the average levels of trait negative affect.
Possibly, cortisol is only affected if levels of trait negative affect are high. As can be seen
in table 1, the mean average of trait negative affect is 2.95 which is rather low (min. score
= 0, max score = 18). Another explanation may be the differences in questionnaires used
to measure negative affect. Van Eck used a trait anxiety measure to indicate negative
affect. The scale used in the present study also has items referring to both anxiety and
depression. Thus, it may be anxiety rather than depression that is related to cortisol.

The average increase in cortisol due to negative mood is 0.085 nmol/L (i.e. 9% increase
above mean cortisol levels). The average increase found by Van Eck et al., (1998) and
Smyth et al. (1998) are 11% and 12% respectively. These slight differences may again be
a result of differences between the studies, concerning the items (adjectives) used to
reflect negative mood measured throughout the day. The adjectives used in the present
study (sad, angry, unhappy and worried) differ slightly from the items used by Smyth et al
(blue, angry, unhappy, worried and frustrated), and by van Eck et al. (depressed, anxious,
worried, lonely, tired and miserable). Van Eck et al., also found a relation between
agitation (restless, irritated, hurried and nervous) and cortisol (Eck et al., 1996). Given
these differences, it remains unclear exactly which items are responsible for the negative
mood effect on cortisol. Future studies should address this issue. In conclusion, the effect
of negative mood states -as measured in an ecological valid environment- on cortisol
proves to be a robust one, found in at least three studies.

The relation between negative affect and cortisol is important, because of hypothesised
relations with health (McEwen et al., 1993). In the present study we have seen that even
small increases in negative mood throughout the day are related to cortisol increases. This
relation is present even though trait negative affect is low, and because of this probably
does not lead to cortisol increases. Unfortunately, measures of negative health were not
included in the present study. Without such measures, the true importance of within-day
cortisol increases on health cannot be determined. We therefore suggest that future
studies of cortisol throughout the day should also include indices of somatic symptoms of
negative health outcomes.
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Work stress
The finding that neither trait ERI nor its within-day counterparts (demand and
satisfaction) had a significant effect on cortisol is of particular importance for the ERI
theory. In the introduction it was argued that high trait ERI would be associated with
higher cortisol characterised by and a slow cortisol decrease towards the end of the day.
This relationship with cortisol was suggested because a high ERI is conceptually related
to perceived chronic stress, which by some authors has been associated with higher
cortisol (Ockenfels et al., 1995). Furthermore, the effects of ERI were expected to be
moderated by need for control. This was tested by the interactions given in table 1. None
of the hypothesised effects were found. As mentioned in the introduction, the studies
relating chronic stress with cortisol have yielded unequivocal results. Pollard et al (1996)
found evidence for catecholaminergic effects of high demands in the work situation, but
no effects on neither demand nor control on cortisol. In line with this, van Eck (1996)
showed that chronically perceived stress did not affect cortisol. This is in contrast with
Ockenfels et al. (1995), who did find an effect of perceived stress on cortisol.
Summarising, at closer look the evidence for an association of chronic stress with cortisol
is not uniform. As outlined by Hellhammer and Kirschbaum (1988) in order to evoke or
sustain HPA activation, it is necessary to have extremely stressful situations and / or
situations characterised by novelty, taxing social interactions or limited predictability.
The present population is selected from normal working population, not extremely
stressed. By its very nature, the work situation –even for subjects high in effort reward
imbalance- is not novel nor to be considered unpredictable.

It was also hypothesised that the ADS-R measured throughout the day (an index derived
from ERI (Siegrist, 1996)), would have a significant effect on cortisol. This was not the
case and seems to be in contradiction with (Smyth et al., 1998) and (Eck et al., 1996),
both showing an effect of momentary stressors on cortisol. Again it may be argued that
the absence of an effect may be due to the characteristics of the perceived situation.
Dissatisfying work situations are usually not novel or unpredictable and as such may be
different from the kind of stressors assessed in the other studies. Additionally, there is
increasing evidence (Buchanan et al., 1999; Eck et al., 1996; Smyth et al., 1997; Al'Absi
et al., 1997) that negative mood mediates the effects of stressful events, i.e. only those
events that evoke adverse affective changes result in cortisol enhancement. By their very
nature, ongoing daily work related stressors probably do not evoke strong enough
emotional reactions to affect cortisol.

Alternatively, simultaneous psychological assessments and cortisol measurement, is
questionable, because peak cortisol secretion do not occur till 20 minutes after a stressful
event. On the other hand, accounting for this by collecting saliva (for cortisol analysis) 20
minutes after being beeped (e.g. (Smyth et al., 1998)) is also debatable. Stressful events
do not always occur at the moment of the diary beeps, but may have occurred several
minutes before. Collecting saliva 20 minutes after the beep therefore does not guarantee
that the time lag between event and saliva collecting is 20 minutes, leaving some
uncertainty. This time-lag uncertainty will remain as long as the exact time stressful
events occur are unknown. Moreover, in the present study appraisals of mood and saliva
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were collected simultaneously, indicating that the present set up (i.e. not accounting for
the time lag in peak cortisol response) clearly allowed to detect the effects of mood states
on cortisol.
Finally, the hypothesis that cortisol values on a work day are higher than on a day off
could not be confirmed. While being at variance with (Lundberg et al., 1980), it confirms
the results of (Sluiter et al., 1998). A regular working day presumably -and fortunately- is
not an extreme stressor, nor is it novel or unpredictable. Future studies should concentrate
on assessing these situational characteristics in order to determine their effects on cortisol.

Sleep quality
The relationship between sleep quality and cortisol shows some consistency with the
results of (Murawski et al., 1960; Henning et al., 1998; Leproult et al., 1997; Friess et al.,
1995) who showed that sleep deprivation resulted in elevated cortisol. Interestingly, our
study shows the relationship between sleep quality and cortisol to vary from subject to
subject (random effect). Differences between subjects regarding the circadian cortisol
rhythm was also demonstrated by Hennig et al (1998). Atypical rhythms were associated
with neuroticism. In future research, identification of these subjects will further improve
our understanding of cortisol dynamics. From a similar point of view, it is worthwhile
mentioning that the cortisol decrease throughout the day, does not hold for all subjects.
The effect of time of day on cortisol is also random. Slow unwinding is claimed to
contribute to accumulating fatigue, and to health problems (Kuiper et al., 1998). In the
present study we could not identify the individual differences accounting for these
random effects, although we have determined that effort-reward imbalance, did not help
explain them. We expect that clarifying the individual characteristics determining both
the decrease during the day and the relationship between sleep quality and cortisol will
contribute towards an understanding of the psychobiological concomitants of fatigue or
burnout.

Future studies
In conclusion, the present study has provided in insight into cortisol dynamics throughout
a working day and a day-off. Data obtained from within-day measurements can be used in
addition to other assessment methods, such as repeated exposure and aggregation
(Pruessner et al., 1997). The results from the present study can be used to design future
experiments in the field. More specifically, if most cortisol variance is explained at the
subject level, the effects will be ascribed to differences between subjects on the
explanatory variable. In this example, the effects vary with subjects, and are therefore
refereed to as “subject-dependent”. If most of the variance is explained at the within-day
level, the effects are probably due to differences within a day. Thus, the effects vary from
situation to situation, and are referred to as “situation-dependent”. Table 3 shows that
84% of the variance in cortisol is at the within-day level, and 16% at the subjects. This
means that even if all the variance is explained, only 16% is due to differences between
subjects. The remaining 84% is situation dependent. This variance can only be explained
by other within-day variables, which has implications for future research. The largest
portion of cortisol variance is at the within-day level. To explain this variance explanatory
within-day variables, rather than subject-level variables should be tested.
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The present study shows ample leads to future studies that focus on ambulatory
measurement of cortisol variations. The impact of a psychological state, negative mood,
on cortisol could be confirmed and seems to be a robust one by now. This study confirms
the hypothesis that affect rather than work related stress (e.g. ERI or ADS-R) is related to
cortisol in a healthy population. On the other hand, it is comforting to realise that
experiencing minor stressors in normal daily life does not lead to increased cortisol that
on the long run may be connected with negative health outcomes. Furthermore, the
Effort-Reward Imbalance model explicitly states that although distress and negative
emotions are important, a direct pathway (not via negative affect) to negative health also
exists (Siegrist et al., 1997). The present study could not test this hypothesis, but could
determine the relative importance between work stress and affect on cortisol throughout
the day in a working population. The results show that at least for the present healthy
population, affect (negative mood) is related to cortisol responses, not ERI or the
demand/satisfaction ratio.

It is interesting to seek whether increases in negative affect may be responsible for other
behavioural changes such as sleep deprivation, and if relations with health can be
established through such alternative routes. Individual differences in both daily variations
and the effect of sleep quality on cortisol offer promising links to understand
psychobiological mechanisms for fatigue, burnout or even other health problems.
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Chapter 6. General discussion

This thesis set out to test the short-term effects of work stress in the daily environment,
using the Effort-Reward Imbalance (ERI) theory as a conceptual framework. Work stress
was primarily defined as imbalance between perceived effort and reward in the work
environment. According to the ERI theory, the effects should be both in the
psychological (“emotional distress”) and the physiological (“autonomic activation”)
domain. Intensive and secure ambulatory measurements were performed to assure
reliable and valid measurement of these effects. Advanced multilevel statistical analysis
was used to ascertain that information was correctly obtained from these data. This
discussion will primarily focus on the research questions as formulated in the
introduction, and conclude with a general evaluation.

Question nr. 1
Are the basic constructs of the effort-reward imbalance theory (effort, reward and
need for control), adequately measured by the Dutch version of the effort-reward
imbalance questionnaire

A first step was to ensure that the Dutch version of the ERI questionnaire was a reliable
and valid instrument to assess the intended form of work stress. Adequate reliability and
validity was found for the ‘effort’ and ‘reward’ subscales. The same goes for the ‘need
for control’ subscale after revision (i.e. some items were dropped). The results also show
some overlap between the effort and reward subscales. A closer look at the formulation
of the items may partly explain this overlap. The subjects were asked to rate ‘how
distressing’ certain effortful and rewarding aspects of their work were. Because in both
cases a ‘distress’ rating was given, it is plausible that ‘effort’ and ‘reward’ indeed have
some overlap. It could be argued that what is actually measured is the perceived ‘distress’
associated with ‘effort’ and ‘reward’ rather than the ‘effortful’ and ‘rewarding’ aspects of
the work environment itself. This suggests that the effort and reward subscales are
contaminated. Future efforts should be made to reformulate the items, avoiding the
shared conceptual overlap with distress.

In sum, it was established that the basic constructs of the ERI theory (effort, reward and
need for control), are adequately measured using the Dutch ERI questionnaire. The need
for control scale was revised to increase its reliability. Future studies in this domain
should make use of this revised questionnaire (see appendix 1: VIB version 2.0). Despite
some critical remarks, the Dutch ERI questionnaire is a valid and reliable instrument to
assess work stress in the main research endeavours of this thesis.

Additional conclusions about ERI and its measurement can be drawn from the studies
with the ERI questionnaire. First, in the ERI literature, the terms extrinsic and intrinsic
are often used to reflect contrasting aspects of effort (Siegrist, 1996a). Intrinsic effort is
strongly linked with an individual’s personality or motivational drive. Extrinsic effort is
supposed to reflect factors in the environment leading to effort, and it somewhat
resembles the construct “job demand” as described by Karasek and Theorell (1990). As
argued above, what the ERI questionnaire actually measures is an individual’s (intrinsic)
perceived “distress” associated with demanding aspects of the work environment. This
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perception of distress reflects intrinsic qualities of effort rather than extrinsic qualities.
Thus both the extrinsic effort and need for control scales may reflect an individual’s
perception of the work environment, rendering the intrinsic-extrinsic distinction
superfluous. To avoid this confusion, the term need for control1 should be preferred
instead of intrinsic effort.

A second consideration concerns the possibility that subjects rate or interpret ERI items
differently, leading to unwanted variation. An ambiguous numeric scale used to reflect
the severity of “distress” causes this bias. For example, subjects had to reply to the effort
item “I have constant time pressure due to heavy workload” on a severity scale ranging
from “not at all distressed” to “very distressed”. Individuals differ in what they consider
“very distressing”. Instead of this, a better approach would be to quantify how often a
specific event occurred (e.g. everyday, once a week, once a month etc.). This is a more
robust form of self-rating, since severity is rated by using indices of frequency rather or
fixed anchors than rating subjective feelings (Frese and Zapf, 1988; Zapf et al., 1996). In
the future the ERI questionnaire should be made less susceptible to the above-mentioned
unwanted variation by introducing more robust forms of self-rating.

A third aspect that has to be considered in future research, is the choice of norm values
for ERI. To date, several different methods have been used to determine if an individual
or group suffers from ERI. For example Peter et al. (1998) calculated ERI by dividing the
effort scores by the reward scores, after correcting for the number of items. Individuals
with ratios higher than 1 were considered to be “at risk” for cardiovascular disease. It
should be noted that ERI ratios above 1 are rather uncommon in healthy populations.
From the population studied in chapter 2 (n=775) 4.9% (i.e. 38 subjects) had an ERI
above 1. Of the subpopulation studied in chapter 3, 4 and 5 none had an ERI above 1.
This suggests that the subpopulation was not at risk according to this criterion. The
criterion however does not take scores on need for control into account, and therefore
may be considered incomplete.

Another method to identify subpopulations “at risk” does involve need for control
(Siegrist et al., 1992; 1997). In this method, tertile scores were determined for each
variable (i.e. effort, reward or need for control). Subjects that had upper tertile scores for
at least two variables were considered at risk. Yet another study (Siegrist et al., 1990)
suggested that two indicators of high effort (work pressure and immersion (i.e. need for
control)) and two indicators of low reward (status inconsistency, job insecurity) can be
used to predict new coronary events. Given the above, it may be concluded that it is still
not clear what may be understood by being at risk. In this thesis, need for control was
considered a separate distinguishable factor, with possible effects on vagal control of the
heart. Therefore some importance was given to the interaction between ERI and need for
control. Futures studies should test this assumption, and determine a reliable index of
being “at risk” that includes need for control.

1 Recent ideas communicated by Siegrist suggest using another term: “over commitment”.
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Question nr.2a
What is the relation between the basic constructs of the effort-reward imbalance
theory and its within-day counterparts (demand and satisfaction)?

The main goal of the study reported in chapter 3, was to determine the relation between
the basic constructs of the ERI theory and its within-day counterparts demand and
satisfaction. Hypothesised relations with within-day measurements of negative mood
were also tested. The results show that effort and reward are positively associated with
their within-day counterparts demand and satisfaction, respectively. This means that these
within-day constructs do reflect the subject level variables (single occasion questionnaire
assessments) effort and reward, and can be used for testing the short-term affects of work
stress in the remainder of this thesis. Effort is associated with a higher negative mood,
and reward is associated with a lower negative mood. Thus, the hypothesised link with
affect (an index of emotional distress) is confirmed. Still, there is also substantial
variance left at the beep level to be explained by other variables. It is also concluded that
using a multilevel analysis, the short-term effects of ERI and need for control on within-
day psychological and psychobiological variables (like cortisol and heart rate variability)
can be determined.

Question nr.2b
Which methodological approach should be used to analyse multiple occasion data
(EMA)?

Determining the appropriate approach to analyse the multiple occasion data (i.e. EMA or
ESM data) drew strongly from the work of Bryk and Raudenbush (1987, 1992), Jaccard
and Wan (1993), Hox (1994), Goldstein (1987, 1995), Woodhouse et al. (1996), Berry
(1997), and Schwartz and Stone (1998). These authors propagate a multilevel analysis or
“random coefficient model” as the most adequate method to analyse multiple occasion
data. Using multilevel analysis, it can be determined if and at which level a within-day,
daily, or subject level independent (or explanatory) variables may have an effect on the
dependent variable. This was done for variables used to reflect the short-term effects of
ERI and affect, confirming multilevel analysis as a suitable method to analyse multiple
occasion data. The results showed that the variance of demand, satisfaction, negative
mood and positive mood is divided over three levels (subject level, daily level or within-
day level). It is concluded that with this method the short-term effects of ERI (measured
at the subject level) on within-day psychological and psychobiological variables (such as
cortisol and heart rate variability) can be determined. Moreover, well know biases
(Jaccard & Wan, 1993) resulting from aggregating or disaggregating data, listwise
deleting subjects are prevented.

From the analyses performed in chapter 3, other information has been gained as well.
First, the study illustrates that the distribution of variance across the levels in the data can
be used to determine at which level effects are most likely to be found. If most variance is
at the subject level, the variable is presumed to be more “subject-dependent” (or stable).
Effects at this level are due to differences between subjects on an explanatory variable. If
most variance is at the within-day level, the variable is presumed to be more “situation-
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dependent”. Effects at this level are due to differences between measurement points. In
the study reported in chapter 3 it was found that the variables demand and satisfaction are
predominantly “situation-dependent”, and positive mood is more “subject-dependent”.
Negative mood is in between these two and may be considered predominantly “day-
dependent”.

Second, determining the amount of variance of a particular variable at different levels
may have implications for the future design of EMA or ESM experiments. Finding a lot
of variance at the lowest (e.g. within-day) levels legitimates the use of time consuming
and costly EMA assessments. This also means that the chances of explaining effects at
this level are large. Thus, large variance at the lowest level means that the effort put into
performing the within-day measurements was not in vein. Little (or no) variance at the
within-day level suggests that effects should be sought at a higher level. If this is the case,
performing more stable (e.g. daily or single/cross-sectional) measurements may suffice.
However, such conclusions should be drawn with some caution. Little variance at the
within-day level does not mean that no effects will be found at this level. On the other
hand a large variance at the within-day level does not guarantee that independent
variables measured within the days will always have a significant effect at that level. It
may be concluded that the amount of variance at a particular level indicates, but does not
guarantee where (i.e. at which level) potential independent (or explanatory) variables
may have an effect. Large variance at the within-day level warrants EMA assessment, in
contrast to little variance. Such information is useful for the design of future EMA
studies.

In conclusion, it was established that EMA data can best be analysed by multilevel
analysis. With this method the potential richness of the data (e.g. time of day variations,
or differences between days) can be explored without introducing biases sometimes
associated with other forms of analysis (e.g. aggregating or disaggregating data).

Question nr.3
What are the effects of effort, reward, need for control and within-day
measurements of demand, satisfaction and mood on autonomic nervous system
vagal activity throughout the day?

A high need for control, but not high effort or low reward was associated with low vagal
control. According to the effort-reward imbalance theory, a high effort-reward imbalance
is associated with vigorous striving and an increased “autonomic activation”. In the
present study, we specified and found no support for this hypothesis when the
associations with vagal activation throughout the day were studied. Instead, a third
construct from the ERI theory, need for control, was positively associated with vagal
withdrawal.

The calculation of an interaction of vagal tone with time of the day shows that vagal tone,
at specific times of the day, is affected by effort-reward imbalance: subjects high in
effort-reward imbalance have a higher vagal tone later in the day. Because a higher vagal
tone has been linked with lower mental effort, this could mean that later in the day, these
subjects spend less mental effort to perform their duties. In chapter 4 this was referred to
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as disengagement. In other terms: subjectively experienced effort-reward imbalance
seems to be accompanied by fewer investments in terms of mental effort, towards the end
of the day.

It is challenging to interpret these results in the light of risk factors for the development
of burnout and vital exhaustion (Appels et al., 1982; Appels & Mulder 1988; Appels
1990): highly striving individuals whose aspirations are not fulfilled may finally give up.
Thus, in line with (Nelissen-de Vos, 1994) a relation is suggested between need for
control, vital exhaustion and myocardial infarction. In addition to this, it is hypothesised
that lower vagal control has a mediating role in this relationship. This hypothesis is
supported by Liao et al., (1997) who showed that a lower vagal control is associated with
cardiac events. The primary component of burnout (Schaufeli & Buunk, 1996) is strongly
related to vital exhaustion. Future studies have to determine whether this concept is also
mediated by need for control and eventually to negative health outcomes such as
cardiovascular disease.

Question nr.4
What are the effects of effort, reward, need for control and within-day
measurements of demand, satisfaction and mood on hypothalamo-pituitary-
adrenocortical (HPAC) axis activity throughout the day?

The study in chapter 5 shows that ERI or within-day measurements of these constructs
(ADSR) do not have an effect on cortisol levels throughout the day. Only within-day
measurements of negative mood were related to cortisol. According to Kirschbaum and
Hellhammer (1989, 1994), cortisol levels are elevated as a result of novelty, social
pressure or loss of control. Van Eck et al., (1996) and Smyth et al., (1998) have linked
cortisol levels throughout the day to the appraisal of within-day stresssors. Importantly
they found the effects to be mediated by negative affect. Buchanan et al. (1999),
Frankenhaeuser et al. (1980), and Lundberg & Frankenhaeuser (1980) also reported the
hypothesised mediating effects of negative affect. Others have suggested that not
negative affect but emotional arousal is responsible for the increase in cortisol (Pollard et
al., 1996; Pollard, 1995). The results of chapter 5 emphasise the importance of negative
affect. More specifically, within-day measurements of negative mood may affect cortisol
whilst trait negative affect does not. This emphasises the importance of within-day
assessments and the benefits it may have in clarifying the stress-cortisol relationship.

The finding that the actual demand-satisfaction ratio was not related to cortisol is
somewhat in contradiction to the results obtained by Frankenhaeuser et al. (1980).
Interestingly, Smyth et al. (1998) and van Eck et al. (1996) found that the relation
between daily stresssors and cortisol disappeared if negative affect was controlled for.
These authors also argue that the frequency and duration of stressful events is related to
the increase in cortisol. Thus cortisol increases might not be found if the stressful event
occurred a long time before cortisol was measured (i.e. 1-2 hours), or if it did not last
long. Future studies of stressful events and cortisol should take this timing effect into
account.
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Final evaluation: Implications for future research

Although the population involved in this study was selected because high work stress was
anticipated (reorganisation, complaints about the work environment, etc.). The perceived
levels of stress as indicated by the effort-reward imbalance ratio (ERI), showed few
relations with physiological variables. Possibly, before effects become visible, some
threshold should be exceeded, after which changes in physiological activity throughout
the day become visible. As was discussed earlier, of the subpopulation of 77 subjects
studied in chapters 3-5, none had an ERI higher that 1. This suggests that the subjects
may not be “at risk” according to the ERI theory. However, the focus of the present thesis
was not to identify subjects at risk. From a psychological point of view (i.e. intervention
or prevention) it makes more sense to identify psychological and physiological changes at
an earlier stage. This means involving all subjects in the analysis, even though they may
not be at risk according to the definition of ERI of Siegrist (1996b).

Recent theorising, modern equipment for ambulatory measurements and advanced
statistical methods were applied to thoroughly test assumptions concerning the short-term
effects of work stress in the daily environment. Intensive measurements were performed
throughout the day enabling the construction of within-day measurements of effort and
reward: demand and satisfaction (also referred to as the Actual Demand-Satisfaction
Ratio ADSR). It was hypothesised that relatively high levels of ERI and ADSR would be
associated with changes in cortisol secretion and heart rate variability throughout the day.
Subjects showed the expected relations with time of day, smoking and food consumption,
but not with ERI or ADSR. Even with this close scrutiny, no support could be found for
the short-term explanatory value of ERI and ADSR on the chosen physiological
variables.

A review of the literature shows that a large portion of contemporary psychological
research is based on the assumption that individual differences in psychological make-up
are robust. This means that individuals may be categorised according to cross-sectional
(single occasion) assessments of their perceived work stress. Extremes in these
measurements (i.e. exceeding norm values) are considered abnormal, and are sometimes
associated with negative health outcomes. Such relationships are supported by empirical
evidence in the form of cross-sectional studies and longitudinal studies that use only one
(single occasion) assessment of work stress (Kasl, 1991). This view of stable
environmental influences has been challenged, emphasising the role played by the
objective environment.

In the present thesis, evidence has been sought to support the above-mentioned
assumption (allowing categorisation based on psychological make-up) by assessing the
short-term effects of ERI. Although quite interesting with respect to new developments in
the field (i.e. EMA provides information not accessible with traditional single occasion
assessments), the study reveals only one new relation with physiological variables
measured throughout the day. Only need for control was positively related to vagal
withdrawal, and negative mood was related to an increase in cortisol secretion throughout
the day, confirming other findings (van Eck et al., 1996; Smyth et al., 1998). Based on
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face validity, need for control and negative mood are related to the type A construct and
negative affect, respectively, constructs that hardly reflect work stress alone. Thus, based
on the evidence from the present thesis, it may be concluded that the widely held
assumption - that work stress is associated with physiological changes in an individual,
does not hold for a normal working population, - at least for the physiology as measured
in the present study. This doubt has also been expressed by House et al., (1986), and Kasl
(1991), and will probably remain till a different approach is used. For instance, more
attempts should be made to assess objective environmental demands, or using
physiological changes in subjects to identify subjects “at risk” instead of trait-like
perceptions of an individual.

This means that it may be worthwhile reversing the assumed causality in traditional
research. Instead of identifying subpopulations “at risk” based on psychological trait or
psychosocial perceptions of the work environment, these subpopulations can be identified
based on physiological characteristics known to affect health. Then, it can be determined
whether physiology is related to psychological or psychosocial concomitants such as ERI,
ADSR and affect. In addition to this, the prospective character of the psychological
constructs should be emphasised. For example, rather than measuring ERI at a single
point in time, multiple prospective assessments should be performed. This will ensure
that the assessment of ERI reflects a prevailing condition rather than a temporary state of
high work stress captured by chance. An attempt to achieve this has been initiated by
repeating the EMA measurements on a cross-section of the population at hand. The
results are yet to be analysed and will be reported as part of the Netherlands Organisation
for Scientific Research (NWO) ‘Fatigue at Work’ programme.
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