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Abstract
Preventing emotional exhaustion and enhancing work engagement is critical for organisations
to improve employee wellbeing and productivity. Evidence suggests that groups within
organisations with high levels of Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC), the climate for
psychological health and safety, experience lower levels of emotional exhaustion and higher
work engagement. Our innovation examined how the immersion of an employee within the
climate (measured by the employee's length of service) and the perceptual distance between
leader and employee perceptions of the climate, moderate the relationships between the PSC
and emotional exhaustion and work engagement. Self-report data from 718 employees (170
groups, 12 organisations) across Australia were collected. Three-level hierarchical linear
modelling was used with individuals nested in groups, nested in organisations, from 535
participants, 76 groups and 11 organisations. Multilevel analysis showed a significant
moderating effect of group-level perceptual distance on the positive relationship between the
PSC and individual work engagement, where the relationship was stronger when perceptual
distance was low. Group-level PSC was negatively related to individual emotional exhaustion
and positively associated with individual work engagement. Group-level workplace
immersion was positively related to individual work engagement. Group-workplace
immersion did not moderate the relationship between group-PSC and individual emotional
exhaustion or work engagement. Group-perceptual distance did not strengthen the
relationship between group-PSC and individual emotional exhaustion. Our findings
emphasise the importance of aligning leader and employee perceptions of the climate to
increase the impact of the PSC on work engagement.
Keywords: emotional exhaustion, work engagement, psychosocial safety climate, workplace

immersion, perceptual distance
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Psychosocial Safety Climate Impact on Emotional Exhaustion and Work

Engagement: The Moderating Roles of Perceptual Distance and Workplace

Immersion.

Workplace emotional exhaustion is escalating, resulting from ill managed
occupational psychosocial risks and hazards (Demerouti et al., 2001; Edu-Valsania et al.,
2022; Maslach et al., 1997; Nahrgang et al., 2011). In addition to negatively impacting
employee wellbeing, emotional exhaustion can result in reduced work engagement and
productivity, as well as increased absenteeism, presenteeism and staff turnover (Halbesleben
& Bowler, 2007; Montero-Marin, 2016; Nahrgang et al., 2011; Zadow & Dollard, 2015).
Organisational climate is the employee’s perceptions of an organisation’s policies,
procedures and practices (Sherman et al., 2018). Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC; Dollard
& Bakker, 2010), the climate for worker psychological health and safety, specifically
measures employee perceptions of psychologically supportive organisational climates that
prioritise workplace psychological health, improving employee emotional exhaustion and
work engagement (Dollard et al., 2014). Evidence demonstrates that group-level PSC is
negatively associated with individual emotional exhaustion and positively associated with
individual work engagement (Gonzalez-Rico et al., 2022; Innanen et al., 2014). However, it
remains unknown how factors such as the perceptual distance of the PSC between leaders
and employees, and immersion within the PSC, moderate the relationship between group-
PSC and individual emotional exhaustion and work engagement. An understanding of these
processes could help organisations maximise positive impacts of PSC. This study will expand
on pre-established literature and address the current gap.

PSC articulates the organisational system of operation and management infrastructure
to protect employee psychological health and safety (Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Zadow &

Dollard, 2015). As a multilevel theory, PSC quantifies and aggregates individual perceptions
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of organisational policies, practices and procedures to the level of the organisation or the
workgroup (Zadow & Dollard, 2015). High-PSC organisations have procedures, policies and
practices that demonstrate leader commitment and priority to employee psychological health
and have established communication systems to promote employee participation in
psychological health and safety (Dollard et al., 2014; Theorell, 2020). These organisations
have systems to improve psychosocial work conditions, leading to enhanced work
engagement and lower emotional exhaustion (Afsharian et al., 2016; Dollard et al., 2014;
Law et al., 2011). Contrastingly, low-PSC environments lack systems to mitigate
psychosocial risks, increasing emotional exhaustion and reducing work engagement
(Afsharian et al., 2016; Dollard et al., 2014; Dollard et al., 2019b). However, research has not
explored how employee perceptions of PSC may be impacted by the length of service within
an organisation or misalignments in perceptions of PSC amongst leaders and employees.

Group perceptions of PSC may be influenced by group-workplace immersion, the
length of service within one organisation. Employees who have spent more time in an
organisation, with resultant exposure to organisational policies, practices and procedures that
protect psychological health and safety, may have a stronger understanding of leader’s actual
commitment and priority to psychological health (Gopinath et al., 2018). This is supported by
the Honeymoon-Hangover Effect (Boswell et al., 2005; Boswell et al., 2009) which theorizes
that new employees perceive organisations favourably, focusing on the positive features of
the new job, before a decline in perceptions as the newcomer becomes familiar with negative
aspects. This may also apply to new employees having initial positive perceptions of PSC
comparatively to longer serving employees who may have a more accurate perception of the
PSC after witnessing actual leader prioritisation of psychological health and safety over time.
We propose that the impacts of PSC will become stronger throughout the duration of

employment as employees become more entrenched, increasing the accuracy of their
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perceptions of the PSC and resultant impacts on psychological health and work engagement
(Cemberci et al., 2022; Gabbe et al., 2002; Galvan et al., 2012; Marcelino et al., 2012;
Mikalauskas et al., 2012; Sliwinski et al., 2014). The current study aims to extend the PSC
theoretical framework (Dollard & Bakker, 2010), using insights from the Honeymoon-
Hangover Effect (Boswell et al., 2005; Boswell et al., 2009) to understand how the
employment longevity of employees within a group influences the impact of the climate for
psychological health and safety (PSC) on emotional exhaustion and work engagement.

Another moderating factor of interest is the concept of group-perceptual distance.
Literature suggests that leaders and employees are especially prone to developing differing
perceptions of the same phenomenon (Bass & Yammarino, 1991; Dollard et al., 2019b;
Gibson et al., 2009; Van Velsor et al., 1993; Zyphur et al., 2016). Generally, leaders perceive
the PSC to be more positive than employees (Baggs et al., 1999; McCusker & Dollard, 2019).
Misalignments of perceptions may be interpreted using the Conservation of Resources (COR)
Theory (Hobfoll, 1989) where leaders have greater levels of resources than employees, such
as status, and are not struggling to maintain depleted resources, leading to elevated
perceptions of PSC. Perceptual differences can be detrimental as they obstruct leaders from
genuinely understanding and responding to employee needs (Gibson, 2001).

It is integral that leaders develop awareness of the PSC within their group as the
differing perspectives are likely to exacerbate psychosocial risks (Marks et al., 2001). Despite
other distance related concepts, such as social distance, showing important effects, there is a
lack of research concerning leaders and employees (Gibson et al., 2009). Social exchange
theory (Blau, 1964) and equity theory (Adams, 1965) demonstrate that misalignments of
perception can have negative impacts. The current study aims to examine whether a
perceptual distance of PSC between a leader and an employee, aggregated to the level of the

group, increases the relationship between group perceptions of PSC and employee outcomes.
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It is proposed that when perceptual distance is high, the negative relationship with emotional
exhaustion will be stronger while the positive relationship with work engagement will be

weaker.

Theoretical Background
Psychosocial Safety Climate, Emotional Exhaustion and Work Engagement

PSC theory (see Figure 1) draws upon approaches of work stress, psychosocial risk
and organisational climate (Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Law et al., 2011). PSC encompasses the
policies, practices and procedures that act to protect worker psychological health and safety,
comprising of four major domains: management commitment, multistakeholder participation,
organisational systems for communication, and management priority (Dollard & Bailey,
2021; Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Idris et al., 2014; Law et al., 2011). PSC extends existing
workplace models of stress, such as the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Model (Demerouti et
al., 2001), with PSC acting as a trigger for the motivational and health impairment processes
(Idris & Dollard, 2011; Zadow & Dollard, 2015). In the JD-R Model, job demands and job
resources impact health and work engagement (Dollard & Bakker, 2010). PSC is a precursor
to the job demands and resources detailed in the JD-R Model where high-PSC has a negative
effect on job demands, subsequently reducing emotional exhaustion (Demerouti et al., 2001),
and a positive effect on work engagement through increased job resources (Dollard &
Bakker, 2010). PSC is positively related to health and productivity, with a 10% increase in
PSC leading to an 8% increase in work engagement, a 4% reduction in exhaustion and a 3%

reduction in psychological health problems (Dollard et al., 2014).
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Figure 1.

The Psychosocial Safety Climate Theoretical Framework.
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Low-PSC organisations have been associated with higher levels of emotional
exhaustion and lower levels of work engagement as the organisation does not prioritise
employee psychological wellbeing (Afsharian et al., 2016; Dollard et al., 2014; Dollard,
Opie, et al., 2012). Employees in low-PSC workplaces are likely to experience high levels of
work stressors and deficits in support, resulting in higher job demands and emotional
exhaustion (Zadow et al., 2017). Employees in low-PSC work environments lack the ability
to generate and utilise psychosocial resources, such as job control, reducing levels of work
engagement (Law et al., 2011). Low-PSC impacts organisations through increased
absenteeism, presenteeism and employee turnover (Abu Elanain, 2014; Bailey et al., 2015;
Becher & Dollard, 2016).

High-PSC organisations include polices, practices and procedures that prioritise
employee psychological health (Dollard et al., 2014; Theorell, 2020). Leaders demonstrate

commitment to the psychological health of their employees, prioritising psychological health



WORKPLACE IMMERSION & PERCEPTUAL DISTANCE 15

over productivity, encouraging the contribution of stakeholders in psychological health and
safety matters with effective communication strategies (Dollard et al., 2014; Dollard &
Bakker, 2010; Law et al., 2011; Zadow et al., 2017). Evidence suggests that employees
working in high-PSC organisations will report lower levels of emotional exhaustion
(Afsharian et al., 2016). Based on these findings, we expect:

H1. PSC (aggregated to the level of the workgroup) is negatively related to
individual-level emotional exhaustion.

High-PSC organisations are also positively associated with job resources (Abu
Elanain, 2014; Al-Shammari et al., 2016; Becher & Dollard, 2016). High-PSC environments
are proactive in enhancing the safe utilisation of resources, allowing employees to feel that
their psychological health is valued (Dollard, Tuckey, et al., 2012). High-PSC environments
allow for communication and support for psychological health concerns, resulting in high
levels of resources to perform the job role well, increasing employee work engagement
(Dollard et al., 2014; Loh et al., 2018). Thus, we propose:

H2. PSC (aggregated to the level of the workgroup) is positively related to individual-

level work engagement.

Workplace Immersion

The extent or duration an employee is exposed to organisational policies, procedures
and practices may influence their perceptions of organisational priorities and principles.
Those who have been in an organisation longer may have greater exposure to policies,
practices and procedures (Buonocore, 2010; Gopinath et al., 2018) that encompass the
organisational climate. This may lead to stronger PSC impacts on levels of emotional
exhaustion and work engagement. This proposition is consistent with the Honeymoon-
Hangover effect identified by Boswell et al. (2005) where employees who changed

workplaces experienced a decrease in satisfaction the year prior to turnover, increased
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satisfaction the year of the job change (honeymoon) and then declined satisfaction (hangover)
over time (Boswell et al., 2005; Boswell et al., 2009). Newer employees may be more
satisfied due to shorter exposure to their organisation’s actual PSC, with initial exposure to
superficial positive espoused values of an organisation within the induction process, possibly
experiencing initial value congruence, but not being at the organisation long enough to
experience enacted values (Gopinath et al., 2018).

Another theoretical proposition, organisational identity theory, stipulates that an
employee’s sense of belongingness to their organisation creates a shared social identity,
consistent with social identity theory (Riketta, 2005; Tajfel, 1974; Turner, 1984). Social
identity theory articulates how an individual’s self-concept is the result of their knowledge of
their membership to a group, with value associated to the membership (Riketta, 2005). A
greater sense of belongingness in an organisation may contribute to the employee viewing
PSC more accurately. Regarding attitudes at work, organisational commitment is the
psychological link between employees and their organisation (Allen & Meyer, 1990; Mathieu
& Zajac, 1990). An aspect of organisational commitment is the employee having a strong
belief in the organisation’s goals and values (Buonocore, 2010). Buonocore (2010) found that
regular employees likely cultivate a deep-structure identity where they internalise the values
of an organisation as their own, engaging in higher level affective commitment.
Contrastingly, contingent workers develop lower levels of affective commitment due to a
weaker situated identity (Buonocore, 2010). These theories may suggest that the longer an
employee spends at an organisation, the more entrenched they become in workplace policies,
procedures, and practices, the more their self-concept ties closer with organisational
identification and workplace climate, with subsequent stronger positive or negative impacts

on psychological health and work engagement.



WORKPLACE IMMERSION & PERCEPTUAL DISTANCE 17

These theories support mixed findings in relation to length of service and levels of
emotional exhaustion or work engagement. While some studies have shown that emotional
exhaustion decreases with length of service (Gabbe et al., 2002; Sliwinski et al., 2014), others
have shown emotional exhaustion increases with years of service (Faskhodi & Siyyari, 2018;
Galvan et al., 2012; Mikalauskas et al., 2012; Montero-Marin, 2016; Montero-Marin et al.,
2011). Findings regarding work engagement and length of service are also contradictory, with
some studies identifying that work engagement increases with years of experience (Bamford
et al., 2013; Cemberci et al., 2022; Faskhodi & Siyyari, 2018; Poulsen et al., 2016; Sharma et
al., 2017), while some suggest no significant relationship (Bell & Barkhuizen, 2011). These
findings suggest that length of service alone is not sufficient to influence psychological health
and motivational outcomes. Alternatively, consistent with theory and evidence, we propose
that the PSC influences the employee experience of emotional exhaustion and work
engagement, which is then moderated by the length of service. As supported by the
Honeymoon-Hangover Effect theoretical framework (Boswell et al., 2005), employees
require time to understand the enacted actions and values of the organisation (Gopinath et al.,
2018) (and hence the climate), forming a more accurate perception of organisational PSC the
longer they are employed. Additionally, organisational identity theory (Riketta, 2005)
proposes that employees need time to develop an emotional connection and self-concept
associated with an organisation, which can then be deeply impacted by a more accurately
perceived prevailing climate, leading to psychological health and motivational consequences.
Therefore, we expect that increased climate immersion will strengthen the negative
relationship between PSC and emotional exhaustion, and the positive relationship between
PSC and work engagement, where the longer an employee spends within an organisation, the
more likely they will understand the enacted PSC which will be more strongly linked to

health and motivational outcomes. Thus, we expect:
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H3: Workplace immersion (length of service) moderates the negative relationship
between workgroup-PSC and individual-level emotional exhaustion (a) and positive
relationship with work engagement (b). Specifically, the relationships will be stronger when

workplace immersion is high.

Perceptual Distance

Organisational climate theory proposes that the varying operational levels of an
organisation’s hierarchy influences how climate develops and how it is interpreted by
employees (McCusker & Dollard, 2019). Although individuals are likely to differ in their
perceptions of the same workplace phenomenon, research indicates that leaders and
employees are particularly likely to form differing perceptions (Bass & Yammarino, 1991;
Gibson et al., 2009). Perceptual distance may arise due to differences in resources available
to leaders and employees, supported by the COR Theory (Hobfoll, 1989). The COR Theory
suggests that individuals strive to maintain, build and protect resources and are threatened by
their loss (Egozi Farkash et al., 2022; Hobfoll, 1989). In relation to perceptual distance,
leaders may experience greater resources, such as status and sense of autonomy, than
employees. Loss or potential loss of resources can contribute to psychological distress,
leading to investing more resources, making employees more vulnerable to loss spirals
(Hobfoll, 1989). Those with greater resources, such as leaders, are less susceptible to
resource loss and more capable of resource gain (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Despite pre-
established distance-related theories and concepts, such as social distance (Shamir, 1995),
showing important effects on the effectiveness of workgroups, there is a lack of climate
research examining the impact of perceptual differences between leaders and employees
within an organisation (Gibson et al., 2009; McCusker & Dollard, 2019).

Another explanation for perceptual distance amongst leaders and employees is that

policies, procedures and practices are formulated by leaders and therefore have discretion of



WORKPLACE IMMERSION & PERCEPTUAL DISTANCE 19

how they are enacted, likely causing variation in the climate by the workgroup (McCusker &
Dollard, 2019). Those with greater authority are more likely to perceive PSC favourably than
those below (Dollard et al., 2019b; McCusker & Dollard, 2019; Zyphur et al., 2016). This
could be a result of higher ranked individuals having a vested interest in reporting a positive
PSC due to having a fundamental role in developing policies, procedures and practices
impacting the PSC (Dollard et al., 2019b). It is integral that leaders and employees develop
awareness of differing perspectives as leader and employee processes mutually influence
each other (Zaccaro et al., 2001).

Despite literature revealing that there are differences in perceptions for leaders and
employees (Gibson et al., 2009; McCusker & Dollard, 2019), most organisational climate
research has sampled across functional levels, combining both leaders and employees, to
draw conclusions about the climate (McCusker & Dollard, 2019). Combining perceptions can
lead to difficulties in generalising the results of the organisation as leader perceptions have
the potential to elevate overall PSC scores (McCusker & Dollard, 2019; Patterson et al.,
2004). There is limited research studying PSC according to whom (McCusker & Dollard,
2019) and currently, there is no research examining how differing perceptions of PSC
between leaders and the employees in their group reduces the impact of PSC on emotional
exhaustion and work engagement. According to McCuster and colleagues (2019), higher
ranked personnel perceived PSC to be higher comparatively to lower ranked personnel
however, the effect was not significant, suggesting there was no shared reality of PSC
(McCusker & Dollard, 2019).

Theories such as the social exchange theory (Blau, 1964) and equity theory (Adams,
1965) ultimately suggest that misalignments in perceptions can result in negative
consequences, while reciprocal or equitable perceptions result in positive outcomes (Al-

zawahreh & Al-Madi, 2012; Yin, 2018). Therefore, it can be extrapolated that if PSC is low,
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high perceptual distance is expected to emphasise the negative impacts of low-PSC as leaders
may perceive PSC to be high and not recognise that the PSC is low, further exacerbating the
negative outcomes of low-PSC. Conversely, if PSC is high and perceptual distance is low,
this will maximise the positive effects of high-PSC as leaders and employees are aligned in
their perceptions. We propose that:

H4. Perceptual distance (between leaders and employees) moderates the relationships
between workgroup-level PSC and individual-level emotional exhaustion (a) and work
engagement (b). Specifically, the relationships between PSC and emotional exhaustion (a)

and work engagement (b) will be weaker when perceptual distance is high.

Method

Participants

There were 718 participants from 170 workgroups and 12 organisations representing
the broader Australian working population. Of the 718 employees who completed the survey,
183 were omitted due to groups of less than three employees being excluded to ensure
adequate group sizes for multilevel analysis. As a result, for the multilevel statistical
analyses, we included 535 participants, 76 work groups and 11 organisations.

Participants were recruited from organisations that were contacted by Employee
Assistance Program (EAP) providers. Industries in this study include, but are not limited to,
Education, Manufacturing and Communications services, see Table 1 for complete industry
demographics. Participants were aged 22 to 71 years (M = 44.94, SD = 11.45). There were
421 (67.8%) participants that identified as female, 163 (26.2%) identified as male, 6 (1.0%)
identified as non-binary, 1 (0.2%) used a different term, and 30 (4.1%) did not disclose their
gender. There were 120 (19.3%) participants that reported working for their current

organisation for less than 1 year, 218 (35.0%) for 1-3 years, 119 (19.1%) for 4-6 years, 58
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(9.3%) for 7-10 years and 108 (17.3%) for more than 10 years. There were 216 (34.7%)

participants that identified as leaders, and 389 (62.5%) identified as employees.

Table 2.

Participants’ Industry Classifications

Area of Industry n %
Accommodation, cafes and restaurants 2 03
Communications services 6 1.0
Education 21 3.5
Finance and insurance 2 0.3
Government administration and defence 43 7.2
Health and community services 461 77.3
Manufacturing 1 0.2
Personal and other services 13 2.2
Property and business services 1 0.2
Other 46 7.7

Note. n may not equal 718 as participants could skip the question.

Measures

Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC)

Employee perceptions of PSC were measured using the PSC-12 (Hall et al., 2010).
This instrument is a 12-item scale involving four domains: management commitment,

management priority, organisational participation and organisational communication.

21

Participants recorded responses on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “strongly disagree”
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to (5) “strongly agree”. An example item is “In my workplace, senior management acts
quickly to correct problems/issues that affect employees' psychological health”. Hall et al.
(2010) demonstrated high correlations between the subscales. A global-PSC score is
calculated by summing scores on the 12-items where high scores indicate low-risk PSC. For
the current study, the Cronbach’s alpha = .95 and the McDonald's omega =.96, demonstrating
excellent internal consistency.

Leader perceptions of PSC were measured using the PSC-4 (Dollard et al., 2019a).
The PSC-4 is a 4-item scale that uses one item from each of the previously mentioned four
domains that has been adapted for those that supervise employees. Participants recorded
responses on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “strongly disagree” to (5) “strongly
agree”. An example item includes “In my Team/Work Group, I consider employee
psychological health to be as important as productivity”. The PSC-4 shows high concordance
with the PSC-12, where the single items representative of the four domains of PSC-12 were
strongly related and most strongly reflected the underlying theoretical constructs (Dollard et
al., 2019a). A total score is created by summing scores on the four items, with high scores
indicating low-risk PSC. For the current study, the Cronbach's alpha = .80 and the
McDonald's omega = .95, demonstrating good internal consistency.
Work Engagement Scale

Work engagement was measured using the Utrecht Work and Wellbeing Survey
(UWES-3) which measured participant’s feelings about their personal engagement with work
(Schaufeli et al., 2006). The UWES-3 is a valid and reliable indicator of work engagement,
sharing 86-92% variance with the UWES-9 (Schaufeli et al., 2019). An example item is “I am
enthusiastic about my job”, where responses ranged from (1) “never” to (7) “everyday” on a

7-point Likert scale. The work engagement score is calculated by averaging responses on the
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three items, with high scores indicating high engagement. For the current study, Cronbach's
alpha = .81 and the McDonald's omega =.84, demonstrating good internal consistency.
Emotional Exhaustion Scale

The Emotional Exhaustion Scale included three items from the Burnout Assessment
Tool (BAT) to assess participant’s feelings of exhaustion at work (Schaufeli et al., 2020). An
example item includes “At work, I feel mentally exhausted” where participant responses
varied from (1) “never” to (5) “always”. The emotional exhaustion score is calculated by
averaging responses on the three items, with high scores indicating high emotional
exhaustion. For the current study, Cronbach's alpha = .86 and the McDonald's omega =.87,
demonstrating good internal consistency.
Workplace Immersion

To assess workplace immersion as a concept of employee's length of service (years)
spent at their current organisation, participants were asked “how long have you been
employed in your current organisation?” Participants were given the following options: Less
than 1 year, 1-3 years, 4-6 years, 7-10 years, or over 10 years. Workplace immersion is
calculated by generating group-level means for length of service then multiplying group-level
PSC with workplace immersion to determine its moderating effects. Dichotomization of the
responses at the median was considered to counter the problem that the scale was not evenly
scored. However, analysis of the response distribution, including the skewness and kurtosis
of the scores was carefully scrutinized, determining that the responses were normally
distributed.
Perceptual Distance

To assess perceptual distance, employee PSC (PSC-12) was subtracted from their
group leader PSC (PSC-4) score. In groups where there was more than one leader, these

scores were averaged to generate one PSC leader score for the group.
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Demographic Measures

These measures included age, gender, industry, organisation and workgroup.

Procedure

Data were collected between 29" of November 2022 and the 2"¢ of May 2023. The
15-minute online self-report survey was made electronically available through a link
distributed by email. Participation was voluntary and participants were required to provide
their informed consent digitally at the beginning of the survey. Participants completed the
PSC-12 before being asked if they supervised staff. Those that answered 'yes' completed the
PSC-4. All participants answered the Work Engagement and Emotional Exhaustion scales.
Finally, participants answered demographic questions such as their industry of employment,
the duration of employment in their current organisation, their gender, and how old they were

on their last birthday.

Design

The current study implements a cross-sectional three-level multilevel analysis
(individuals nested in groups nested in organisations). Individual self-report data collected
from Australian employees and their leaders were aggregated to the group and organisational-
levels. The data were collected using four validated tools, as previously described. The
current study is part of a national project with the EAP Provider Association of Australasia
supported by an Australian Research Council Laureate Fellowship (Project number:
FL200100025). Ethics approval was provided by the University of South Australia Ethics

Committee.

Statistical Analysis
Prior to running data regressions, data were screened. Data were normally distributed,

and skew and kurtosis were within normal range. For multilevel analysis, a minimum of 30
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groups, ideally 50 groups, is recommended to allow for statistical power greater than 0.65
(Maas & Hox, 2005). This study achieved 76 groups. Notably, 183 participants were omitted
from the study to ensure that all groups consisted of more than three employees, ensuring
adequate group sizes for multilevel analysis. For multilevel analysis, employees and leaders
were nested in their work groups then nested into their organisations. Due to the three-level
model nature of the data (individuals nested into groups and groups nested into
organisations), hierarchical linear regressions were used to test the hypotheses. Level-1
represented individual data, level-2 represented PSC aggregated to the workgroup-level and
Level-3 represented PSC aggregated to the organisational-level. We tested a three-level null
model, which showed significant variance in the null model with PSC as the outcome:
variance due to the individual was 83% (variance component 111.47), group variance was 9%
(variance component 11.87) and variance due to the organisation was 8% (variance
component 10.93). For the null model with emotional exhaustion as the outcome, variance
due to the occasion was 48% (variance component 68.11), individual was 44% (variance
component 61.89), and group was 8% (variance component 11.41). For the null model with
work engagement as the outcome, variance due to the occasion was 50% (variance
component 68.4), individual was 44% (variance component 59.59), and group was 6%
(variance component 8.58). These percentages of variance justified a three-level model.

To test hypothesis 1, PSC was aggregated to the workgroup-level while emotional
exhaustion was assessed at the individual-level. To test hypothesis 2, PSC was aggregated to
the workgroup-level to individual-level work engagement. To test hypothesis 3, group-level
means for length of service were calculated to operationalise workplace immersion. Then, we
mean-centered both group-level PSC and workplace immersion and multiplied them together
to examine the moderating role of workplace immersion on the relationships between PSC,

emotional exhaustion (hypothesis 3a), work engagement (hypothesis 3b). A positive
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interaction between workplace immersion and the relationship between PSC, emotional
exhaustion or work engagement indicates that as workplace immersion increases, the
relationship between PSC, emotional exhaustion and work engagement becomes stronger. To
test hypothesis 4, we mean centered PSC and perceptual distance scores and multiplied them
together. A positive interaction between perceptual distance and the relationship between
PSC, emotional exhaustion and work engagement indicates that as perceptual distance
increases, the relationships between PSC, emotional exhaustion (hypothesis 4a) or work
engagement (hypothesis 4b) becomes stronger. The interaction levels of workplace
immersion and perceptual distance on the relationships between PSC and the outcomes of

emotional exhaustion and work engagement are described in Figure 2.

Figure 2.

PSC, Workplace Immersion and Perceptual Distance Statistical Model.

Psychosocial Safety

. Workplace Immersion Perceptual Distance
Climate
Group Level Effects
Individual Level Effects
H4a
H1 H3a Emotional Exhaustion
H2 H3b H4b
Work Engagement

Note. Organisational membership was controlled at level-3 to isolate the unique contribution
of group-level predictors on individual outcomes.
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Results
Pearson’s correlations examine the relationships between the variables (see Table 3
and 4). PSC is negatively correlated with emotional exhaustion and positively correlated with
work engagement at the individual, group and organisational-level. Workplace immersion is
related to emotional exhaustion and work engagement at the individual and organisational-
level but not at the group-level. Perceptual distance is related to emotional exhaustion at the

individual-level but not work engagement.
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Table 3.

Correlations Between PSC Total, Emotional Exhaustion, Work Engagement, Workplace Immersion and Perceptual Distance at the Individual

and Group-Level.
Variables M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. M SD
(AGG) (AGQG)
1. PSC Total 38.06 11.52 - - 58¥*F  STH* -25%% 001 38.80 9.76
2. Emotional Exhaustion  9.24 2.60 -53F% - -.62*%% 14 .10 9.29 1.96
3. Work Engagement 16.49 3.75 S2%* -58%*% - -.07 14 16.71 2.75
4. Workplace Immersion 2.70 1.35 - 17FE 16%* -.10%* - 15 2.72 1.08
5. Perceptual Distance 161.60  19.67 -.09 001** .06 .05 - 162.72  21.52

Note. Correlations above the diagonal are at the group-level, and those below the diagonal are at the individual-level. N = 718 participants, n =
170 workgroups.
*p <.05. **p <.01.
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Table 4.

Correlations Between PSC Total, Emotional Exhaustion, Work Engagement, Workplace Immersion and Perceptual Distance at the Individual

and Organisational-Level.

Variables M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. M SD
(AGG) (AGG)
1. PSC Total 38.06 11.52 - SRR Wik - 17%*  -.09 38.06 11.52
2. Emotional Exhaustion 9.24 2.60 -53#% - -58%%  16%* .001 9.24 2.60
3. Work Engagement 16.49 3.75 S2%* -58%*% - -.10%* .06 16.49 3.75
4. Workplace Immersion 2.70 1.35 - 17FE 16%* -.10%* - .05 2.70 1.35
5. Perceptual Distance 161.60  19.67 -.09 001** .06 .05 - 161.60  19.67

Note. Correlations above the diagonal are at the organisational-level, and those below the diagonal are at the individual-level. N = 718

participants, n = 170 workgroups.
*p <.05. **p <.01.
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Hypothesis Testing

Three-level hierarchical linear modelling was used for all analyses to control for
organisational membership. Hypothesis 1 proposed that PSC would be negatively associated
with emotional exhaustion. Group-PSC was found to be significantly negatively related to
individual emotional exhaustion, B = -.08, SE = .00, p <.001 (see Table 5, Model 1),
supporting Hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 2 proposed that group-PSC would be positively related
to individual work engagement. The results indicate that group-PSC had a significant positive
relationship with individual work engagement, B = .10, SE =.03, p <.001 (See Table 6,

Model 3), supporting Hypothesis 2.

Table 5.

Hierarchical Linear Modelling with PSC and Workplace Immersion for Emotional

Exhaustion.
Emotional Exhaustion

Variables Null Model 1 Model 2

Cross-level effects
Intercept (Yoo0) 9.08 (.24)*** 9.04 (.25)*** 9.03 (.26)***
PSC -.08 (.00)*** -.08 (L02)***
Immersion 16 (L17)
PSC x Immersion .00 (.00)
Within-team (L.1/L2) variance (r) 28 .02 .03
Intercept (L3) variance (1q0) 27 43 43

Base Model Variance
Additional Information

-2 Log-Likelihood (FIML) 2531.66 2515.45 2514.55
Number of est. parameters 4 5 7
X? 54.68 53.83
Degrees of freedom 64 62

Note. FIML = full information maximum likelihood; L1 = Individual-Level; L2 = Group-
Level; L3 = Organisational-Level. N = 535 participants, n = 76 groups. Hierarchical linear
modelling parameter estimates are B coefficients with standard errors in parenthesis. All
Level-3 variables are grand mean centred.

*p <.05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 6.

Hierarchical Linear Modelling with PSC and Workplace Immersion for Work Engagement.

Work Engagement
Variables Null Model 3 Model 4
Cross-level effects
Intercept (Yo00) 16.76(.32)*** 16.81 (.30)*** 9.03 (.26)***
PSC 10 (L03)*** -.08 (L02)***
Immersion 16 (L17)
PSC x Immersion .03 (.02)
Within-team (L1/L2) variance .58 27 .03
(r)
Intercept (L3) variance (1) 46 44 43
Base Model Variance
Additional Information
-2 Log-Likelihood (FIML) 2902.32 2890.50 4 2514.55
Number of est. parameters 4 5 7
X? 31.04 70.98
Degrees of freedom 10 62

Note. FIML = full information maximum likelihood; L1 = Individual-Level; L2 = Group-
Level; L3 = Organisational-Level. N = 535 participants, n = 76 groups. Hierarchical linear
modelling parameter estimates are B coefficients with standard errors in parenthesis. All
Level-3 variables are grand mean centred.

*p <.05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Hypothesis 3 proposed that the relationship between group-PSC and individual
emotional exhaustion (a) and work engagement (b) would be moderated by group-workplace
immersion where the relationships would be stronger as group-workplace immersion
increases. These relationships were not seen for emotional exhaustion (a), or work
engagement (b), therefore Hypothesis 3a (B = .00, SE = .00, p = .10) (see Table 5, Model 2)
and 3b (B =.03, SE =.02, p = .07) (see Table 6, Model 4) were not supported. Of note, the
main effect of group-workplace immersion as a predictor of individual work engagement was

significant, B =16.79, SE = .32, p <.001, with length of service positively related to work

engagement (see Table 7, Model 6).
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Table 7.

Hierarchical Linear Modelling with Workplace Immersion and Work Engagement.

Work Engagement
Variables Null Model 5 Model 6
Cross-level effects
Intercept (Yo00) 16.76(.32)***  16.81 (.30)*** 16.79 (.32)***
Immersion -.60 (0.26)*
Within-team (L1/L2) variance .58 27 .04
(r)
Intercept (L3) variance (1) 46 44 45
Base Model Variance
Additional Information
-2 Log-Likelihood (FIML) 2902.32 2890.50 2896.88
Number of est. parameters 4 5 5
X? 31.04 83.84
Degrees of freedom 10 64

Note. FIML = full information maximum likelihood; L1 = Individual-Level; L2 = Group-
Level; L3 = Organisational-Level. N = 535 participants, n = 76 groups. Hierarchical linear
modelling parameter estimates are B coefficients with standard errors in parenthesis. All
Level-3 variables are grand mean centred.

*p <.05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Hypothesis 4 proposed that the relationship between group-PSC and individual
emotional exhaustion (a) and work engagement (b) would be moderated by group-perceptual
distance, where the relationships would be weaker when group-perceptual distance is high.
Group-perceptual distance did not moderate the relationship between group-PSC and
individual emotional exhaustion. Therefore, Hypothesis 4a (see Table 8, Model 8) was not
supported (B = .00, SE = .00, p = .30). However, group-perceptual distance moderated the
relationship between group-PSC and individual work engagement (B = -.003, SE =.00, p =
.01). This suggests that under conditions of low group-perceptual distance, the impact of

group-PSC on work engagement was stronger. Therefore, Hypothesis 4b was supported (see

Table 9, Model 10), see Figure 3.
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Table 8.
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Hierarchical Linear Modelling with PSC and Perceptual Distance for Emotional Exhaustion.

Emotional Exhaustion

Variables Null Model 7 Model 8

Cross-level effects
Intercept (Yoo0) 9.08 (.24)*** 9.04 (.25)*** 9.02 ((L27)***
PSC -.08 (.02)*** -.09 (.02)***
Perceptual Distance -.01 (.01)
PSC x Perceptual Distance .00 (.00)
Within-team (L.1/L2) variance (r) 28 .02 .00
Intercept (L3) variance (1) 27 43 SOFH*

Base Model Variance
Additional Information

-2 Log-Likelihood (FIML) 2531.66 2515.45 2514.19
Number of est. parameters 4 5 7
X? 54.68 52.56
Degrees of freedom 64 62

Note. FIML = full information maximum likelihood; L1 = Individual-Level; L2 = Group-
Level; L3 = Organisational-Level. N = 535 participants, n = 76 groups. Hierarchical linear
modelling parameter estimates are B coefficients with standard errors in parenthesis. All
Level-3 variables are grand mean centred.

*p <.05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 9.

Hierarchical Linear Modelling with PSC and Perceptual Distance for Work Engagement.

Work Engagement
Variables Null Model 9 Model 10
Cross-level effects
Intercept (Yo00) 16.76(.32)***  16.81 (.30)*** 16.91 (31)***
PSC 10 (L03)*** A1 (L03)***
Perceptual Distance 04 (LOT)***
PSC x Perceptual Distance -.003 (.00)*
Within-team (L.1/L2) variance (r) .58 27 .00
Intercept (L3) variance (1) 46 44 S4HHk
Base Model Variance
Additional Information
-2 Log-Likelihood (FIML) 2902.32 2890.50 4 2876.74
Number of est. parameters 4 5 7
X? 31.04 59.46
Degrees of freedom 10 62

Note. FIML = full information maximum likelihood; L1 = Individual-Level; L2 = Group-
Level; L3 = Organisational-Level. N = 535 participants, n = 76 groups. Hierarchical linear
modelling parameter estimates are B coefficients with standard errors in parenthesis. All
Level-3 variables are grand mean centred.
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*p <.05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Figure 3.

PSC, Perceptual Distance (PD) and Work Engagement.
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Discussion
The primary contribution of this study was to extend PSC theory using three-level
hierarchical linear modelling to understand the moderating impacts of workplace immersion
and perceptual distance on PSC relationships with emotional exhaustion and work
engagement. Our multilevel analysis, controlling for organisational membership, showed that
group-perceptual distance had a significant moderating effect on the relationship between
group-PSC and individual work engagement where the relationship was stronger when
group-perceptual distance was low, see Figure 3. This novel theoretical knowledge highlights
the need to decrease the perceptual distance of PSC between leaders and employees to

increase positive impacts on work engagement. This interaction demonstrates that when
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perceptual distance is low, high-PSC will be associated with greater positive outcomes, such
as improved work engagement. However, if perceptual distance is low, low-PSC may be
associated with increased negative outcomes, such as heightened employee turnover (Abu
Elanain, 2014; Bailey et al., 2015; Becher & Dollard, 2016). Overall, this finding
demonstrates that to improve the impact of high-PSC on work engagement, low perceptual
distance of PSC perceptions between leaders and employees should be promoted.

Accordant with research conducted by Gibson et al. (2009), Dollard et al. (2019), and
McCusker and Dollard (2019), our finding suggests that leaders and employees are
misaligned in their perceptions of climates. This may be explained by leaders having
discretion in how policies, practices and procedures are enacted, therefore enjoying a more
positive experience of the PSC or having a vested interest in reporting a positive climate
(Dollard et al., 2019b; McCusker & Dollard, 2019). Our research endorses the suggestion that
generally, leaders perceive climates more favorably than employees which is problematic as
perceptual distance may impact the efficacy of interventions aiming to improve the climate
(Dollard et al., 2019b; McCusker & Dollard, 2019; Zyphur et al., 2016). These findings have
broader theoretical implications for all organisational climate research which does not
consider the moderating impacts of perceptual distance (Ostroff et al., 2013; Schneider &
Barbera, 2014; Schneider et al., 2017), including climates promoting service (Bowen &
Schneider, 2014; Shepherd et al., 2020) and safety (Clarke, 2006; Griffin & Curcuruto, 2016;
Nahrgang et al., 2011; Neal & Griffin, 2006; Zohar, 2010).

Consistent with previous studies (Gonzalez-Rico et al., 2022; Innanen et al., 2014),
our results showed that group-PSC is negatively related to individual emotional exhaustion
and positively related to individual work engagement. These findings highlight the
importance of organisations improving PSC and prioritising policies, practices, and

procedures that protect employee psychological health and safety to reduce emotional



WORKPLACE IMMERSION & PERCEPTUAL DISTANCE 36

exhaustion and increase motivational outcomes (Dollard et al., 2014; Theorell, 2020). This
includes leaders demonstrating commitment and priority to the psychological health of their
employees and building organisational infrastructure to promote effective communication and
participation about psychological health and safety (Dollard et al., 2014; Dollard & Bakker,
2010; Law et al., 2011; Zadow et al., 2017)

In alignment with previous studies (Bamford et al., 2013; Cemberci et al., 2022;
Faskhodi & Siyyari, 2018; Poulsen et al., 2016; Sharma et al., 2017), it was found that group-
workplace immersion was positively related to individual work engagement. This indicates
that employees who are more immersed in their current workplace report greater work
engagement than those who are less immersed. This may be explained by more immersed
employees having a stronger sense of belongingness and shared social identity to their
organisation (Riketta, 2005; Tajfel, 1974; Turner, 1984). As suggested by Buonocore (2010),
our results may indicate that more immersed employees develop a deep-structure identity
with their organisation, internalising its values.

This study showed that group-workplace immersion did not moderate the relationship
between group-PSC and individual emotional exhaustion or work engagement. This
demonstrates that PSC is important regardless of the length of time an employee spends at an
organisation. Additionally, group-perceptual distance did not moderate the relationship

between group-PSC and individual emotional exhaustion.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

This study has integral theoretical and practical implications. Concerning perceptual
distance, this study refined the PSC theoretical framework by being the first to conceptualise
the perceived difference between leader and employee PSC and show the moderating effects
of perceptual distance on the relationship between group-PSC and individual work

engagement. This research adds to the limited available climate literature surrounding
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conflicting perceptions of differently ranked employees within an organisation (Gibson et al.,
2009; McCusker & Dollard, 2019) and further demonstrates the importance of leaders and
employees having a shared understanding of perceived PSC to enhance motivational
outcomes. Additionally, this study supports pre-established findings of PSC’s prognostic role
on emotional exhaustion and work engagement (Gonzalez-Rico et al., 2022; Innanen et al.,
2014).

This study was the first to operationalise workplace immersion as the length of service in
an employee’s current organisation and evaluate the moderating effect of workplace
immersion on the relationship between group-PSC and individual emotional exhaustion and
work engagement. As there was no significant moderating interaction between group-
workplace immersion and group-PSC on individual emotional exhaustion or work
engagement, it demonstrates that group-PSC is important throughout the entire duration of
employment. This study revealed that groups with longer tenure reported higher levels of
work engagement which may have preliminary implications for organisational change and
employee turnover. Future research is required to explore the effects of workplace immersion
using our conceptualisation.

Regarding practical implications, this study indicates that organisations should consider
reducing perceptual distance while increasing the PSC as the relationship between group-PSC
and individual work engagement is stronger when group-perceptual distance is low. As
perceptual distance has never been conceptualised as the difference between leader and
employee perceptions of PSC, with no research examining the moderating effects of
perceptual distance on the relationship between group-PSC and individual work engagement,
current interventions aimed at increasing work engagement may not be completely effective.
These findings demonstrate the importance of organisations implementing strategies to

reduce the perceptual distance of perceived PSC between leaders and employees, such as co-
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designs (Trischler et al., 2019). Co-designs allow for ‘users’, such as employees, to be
integral to the design team, being equal idea contributors to ‘experts’, such as leaders, about
concerns (Trischler et al., 2019). For example, aligning leader and employee perceptions of
PSC.

More immersed employees reporting higher work engagement support the notion that the
greater the length of service at one organisation, the more embedded the employee becomes
in the organisation's policies, practices and procedures as the employee’s sense of self closely
aligns with organisational identification and workplace climate (Buonocore, 2010; Riketta,
2005; Tajfel, 1974; Turner, 1984). This demonstrates the importance of organisations striving
to improve the PSC to improve work engagement, particularly for less immersed employees.
As group-workplace immersion did not moderate the relationship between group-PSC and
individual emotional exhaustion, or individual work engagement, it demonstrates that
maintaining a high-PSC is important across all stages of employment. Organisations could
again use co-designs to engage more immersed employees, experts, and less immersed
employees, users, to increase work engagement amongst those who are newer to an

organisation and discover ways to maintain a high-PSC.

Strengths of the Study

The multilevel design of this study was a strength as it enabled a comprehensive
insight into emotional exhaustion and work engagement across three functional levels.
Implementing a three-level model allowed for recognition of relevant hierarchical structures
and investigation of individual, group and organisational-level effects, reducing the
likelihood of overestimation of statistical significance. Using a three-level model allowed for
control for organisational membership while examining the cross-level relationships between
groups and individuals. Investigating our hypotheses across three-levels of nested data

allowed us to control for shared perceptions at the group and organisational-level. Individual-
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level studies do not consider the grouping of data, leading to the significant problem of
overestimating relationships. The conceptualisation of workplace immersion and perceptual
distance allows for a new direction of research of factors that could moderate the relationship
between PSC and other psychological health symptoms and motivational outcomes suggested
by the PSC theoretical framework. Our conceptualisation of perceptual distance contributes
to the gap in the broader organisational climate literature which has not extensively examined
the role of perceptual distance in perceptions of climates between leaders and employees.
Applying workplace immersion and perceptual distance as moderating variables has
addressed a gap in theoretical frameworks and practical understandings of employee
psychosocial safety and wider organisational climate theories, including safety and service

climates (Clarke, 2006; Shepherd et al., 2020).

Limitations of the Study and Future Research

Cross-sectional data collection was a limitation as we were restricted to examining
relationships and could not determine causality. A plausible reverse causal pathway or
reciprocal self-report relationship is possible. Problems related to cross-sectional individual-
level data (e.g., common method variance) was managed by modelling PSC at the
organisational-level while estimating between-group effects in individual-level data.
Additionally, the scale used to measure workplace immersion had uneven increments. We
considered dichotomization of the responses at the median to counter the problem that the
scale was not evenly scored however, analysis of the response distribution, including the
skewness and kurtosis of the scores, determined that the responses were normally distributed.
Future research could implement a continuous variable instead, allowing for the analysis of
workplace immersion patterns on work engagement across specific time periods. Our novel
conceptualisation of workplace immersion begins theoretical investigations for future climate

research. However, our conceptualisation may not have been the most accurate way to
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measure how immersed an individual is in their current workplace and the extent they are
exposed to their organisation’s PSC. Future studies could conceptualise workplace immersion
as an employee’s full-time equivalent hours per-week or compare workplace immersion
across remote and face-to-face employees. Future research could include our
conceptualisation of perceptual distance and look at further motivational and health
outcomes. Our finding emphasises the importance of future research not combining
perceptions across functional levels, merging leader and employee perceptions, to draw
conclusions about the climate (McCusker & Dollard, 2019).

The current study found that perceptual distance had a significant moderating
interaction on the relationship between the PSC and individual work engagement, having
stronger effects when perceptual distance was low. This emphasises the importance of
aligning climate perceptions between leaders and employees to increase the positive effects
of high-PSC on work engagement. Our study highlighted the importance of workplaces
enacting high-PSC procedures, practices and policies to reduce emotional exhaustion and
enhance work engagement. Workplace immersion’s positive effect on work engagement
highlights the need for further exploration of the effects with broader implications for

organisational turnover and organisational change.
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