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ABSTRACT 

 

We argue that distributive justice may influence employees' job satisfaction through social 

exchange. Based on social exchange and organizational justice theories, we develop a moderated-

mediation model of the psychological processes linking distributive justice and job satisfaction 

and test it on a sample of 101 employees working in 27 small non-profit organizations. Results of 

hierarchical regressions analyses provide support for the model. We found that distributive justice 

was positively related to job satisfaction and also that perceived organisational support mediates 

this relationship. We further found that group commitment moderated the relationship between 

perceived organisational support and job satisfaction and that this interaction effect, in turn, 

mediates the distributive justice – job satisfaction relationship. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

or the past 30 years, considerable research has been carried out to examine the importance of 

organisational justice in the workplace (Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001; Viswesvaran & Ones, 

2002). The three components of justice - distributive, procedural, and interactional - are the source of 

numerous attitudes and behaviours. Distributive justice—that most ancient component of justice, defined as the 

perception of equity in the allocation of resources—is an antecedent of job satisfaction, "a pleasurable or positive 

emotional state resulting from the appraisal of one’s job or job experiences" (Locke, 1976). However, to date, the 

mechanism underlying that relationship has not been sufficiently examined. 

 

In this article, we test a model of moderated mediation, the goal of which is to explain the psychological 

process involved in the relationship between distributive justice and job satisfaction. In order to do this, we have 

integrated the theories of organisational justice and social exchange (Blau, 1964). To be more specific, we propose 

two mechanisms by which distributive justice might have an impact on job satisfaction. First, we theorize that social 

exchange mediates the relation between distributive justice and job satisfaction. Second, we propose that affective 

commitment to the workgroup lessens the effect between social exchange and job satisfaction. Figure 1 illustrates 

the proposed model.  

 

Our goal is to put forth three specific points concerning the fields of distributive justice and social 

exchange. In this study, we first examine the links between distributive justice and job satisfaction, without doubts 

the most commonly used attitude in organisational behavior. Second, to our knowledge, the mediation hypothesis of 

social exchange between distributive justice and job satisfaction has never been directly tested. Masterson et al. 

(2000) and Tekleab et al. (2005) tested it using procedural justice, but the effects of procedural vs. distributive 

justice may differ (Colquitt et al., 2001). Others consider only commitment or citizenship behaviours as outcomes 

(Loi, Hang-yue, & Foley, 2006; Wayne, Shore, & Bommer, 2002). Third, while some studies have shown the impact 

of the variables of social exchange on job satisfaction (Riggle, Edmondson, & Hansen, 2009), rarely have studies 
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integrated moderating forces. Our study thus responds to Samuel Aryee and his colleagues' call for future research to 

“examine the conditions (moderators) under which these variables influence their relative outcomes" (Aryee et al, 

2002, p.282).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1:  Hypothesized Model 

 

 

The article first outlines our hypotheses. Then after explicating the methodology for data collection, we 

present the results, followed by the discussion of the results and a conclusion.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Distributive Justice and Job Satisfaction 

 

Among the various types of organisational justice, distributive justice is the oldest. Distributive justice 

derives from the individual’s perception of how resources are distributed (Greenberg, 1990). This concept of justice 

is based on the studies of equity theory by Adams (1963). According to this theory, individuals bring to the 

workplace such contributions as intensity of effort, time worked or initial training. In return, they receive benefits, 

such as salary and promotions. Equity theory postulates that individuals calculate the ratio of benefits to 

contribution. If an individual’s ratio is perceived to be less than that of their colleagues, they consider themselves to 

be in an inequitable situation. The ideal is for individuals to perceive equity with their colleagues. Numerous 

research studies have shown the close links between distributive justice and attitudes and behaviours. If people feel 

that they are being treated fairly, they are more likely to develop positive behaviours and attitudes toward their 

workplace. For example, distributive justice is an antecedent of job satisfaction or a sense of well-being at work 

(McFarlin & Rice, 1992; McFarlin & Sweeney, 1992). Brief (1998) also shows that perceptions of injustice are 

associated with job dissatisfaction. The meta-analyses of Colquitt et al. (2001) and Cohen-Charash & Spector (2001) 

demonstrate that distributive justice is tied to worker satisfaction.  

 

This link between distributive justice and job satisfaction has three explanations (Cropanzano, Byrne, 

Babocel, & Rupp, 2001). The first is instrumental (Tyler & Blader, 2000) - fair resource allocation means that the 

proposed benefits to the employee are in line with his/her expectations and that they will remain so in the future. 

This creates satisfaction. The second explanation is relational and derives from the principle that individuals are 

sensitive to social relations (Lind & Tyler, 1988) - justice satisfies the individual’s need for self respect and a sense 

of social identity by not lowering the status of the individual in the group (Brockner & Wiesenfeld, 1996). The last 

explanation is deontic (Cropanzano, Byrne, & Bobocel, 2001) - individuals are moral beings who care about the 

moral or immoral character of the actions of their organization (Cropanzano, Rupp, & Byrne, 2003). Thus, when the 

organisation behaves morally, the employee feels satisfaction.  

 

Hypothesis 1:  Distributive justice has a positive effect on job satisfaction. 

 

Social Exchange as A Mediator 

 

According to social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 1960), exchanges are of two kinds - economic 

and social. Economic exchanges are those in which the parties attempt to extract maximum profit. The exchanges 
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are impersonal and the fate of the other party is of no concern (Balkin & Richebé, 2007; Sparrowe & Liden, 1997). 

Social exchanges are of a different nature altogether. The obligations of each party are not specified a priori, either 

in time or character, which means that these exchanges, in contrast to economic ones, take place in the long term 

(Gouldner, 1960). 

 

Social exchanges between employees and organisations are governed by the theory of organisational 

support (Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison, & Sowa, 1986). Employees’ perception of organisational support rests 

on their confidence in the degree to which the organisation values their contribution and is concerned with their 

well-being. Thus, when the organisation exemplifies distributive justice, the employee feels supported and enters 

into a social exchange with the organisation. This perception of support engenders, in turn, a feeling of job 

satisfaction. This link between the perception of organisational support and job satisfaction derives from three 

sources - satisfaction of socio-emotional needs, a tighter bond between performance and benefits, and knowing that 

assistance will be available if needed (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002; Tekleab, et al., 2005). 

 

Hypothesis 2:  The perception of organisational support is a mediator of the relationship between distributive justice 

and job satisfaction. 

 

Group Commitment as A Moderator 

 

Affective commitment toward the organisation is one of the most useful attitudinal variables in 

organisational behaviour. It refers to the emotional link between an employee and the organization (J.P. Meyer & 

Allen, 1991). While there have been many studies on organisational commitment, there are other foci of interest 

concerning organisations which are equally important. Commitment can be directed toward one’s superiors (Becker, 

Billings, Eveleth, & Gilbert, 1996) or one’s team (Riketta & Dick, 2005; Zaccaro & Dobbins, 1989). By taking into 

consideration several targets of commitment, we are better able to understand the phenomenon of turnover 

(Stinglhamber, Bentein, & Vandenberghe, 2002; C. Vandenberghe, Stinglhamber, Bentein, & Delhaise, 2001), of 

work performance (Christian Vandenberghe, Bentein, & Stinglhamber, 2004), and of citizenship behaviours 

(Bentein, Stinglhamber, & Vandenberghe, 2002). Following from the concept of organisational commitment, 

commitment toward the workgroup represents, thus, an emotional attachment, identification and involvement with 

the team (John P. Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001). This may be defined as the identification by the individual and 

his/her sense of cohesion with other members of the organisation (Cohen, 2000; Randall & Cote, 1991).  

 

It is known that an individual’s group commitment and perception of organisational support are key to job 

satisfaction, but what about the interaction between the perception of organisational support and group commitment? 

To our knowledge, the effect of such an interaction on job satisfaction has never been researched. We can posit that 

the two variables have a substitutable effect. In other words, when group commitment rises, the effect of perceived 

organisational support (POS) from distributive justice on job satisfaction diminishes.  

 

Indeed, the foci of POS and group commitment are different - the organisation and the workgroup. Along 

the same lines as the « competitive model » of Johnson et al. (Johnson, Groff, & Taing, 2009), high levels of POS 

and group commitment can work against each other. It is as if group commitment functioned as a substitute for 

leadership (Kerr & Jermier, 1978; Schriesheim, 1997); it is sufficient for it to be high to have job satisfaction, 

regardless of the level of POS deriving from distributive justice. 

 

Hypothesis 3:  The indirect effect of distributive justice on job satisfaction, via POS, should be moderated by group 

commitment, such that the strength of the mediated relationship is lower for high levels of group 

commitment than for low levels. 

 

METHOD 

 

Sample 

 

Data were collected from a survey of non-profit organisations. Following an initial telephone contact, the 

questionnaire was mailed to directors of enterprises having more than five salaried employees under them. The 
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salaried employees were asked to respond, in writing, to the questionnaire and return it in a post-paid envelope. 

Respondents were guaranteed anonymity.  

 

We contacted a total of 27 enterprises, for a total of 261 employees. We received 101 responses, for a 

response rate of 39%. The median age of the respondents was between 36 and 45 years and more than 92% were 

employed in open-ended contracts. The length of their employment with the enterprise was spread evenly among the 

respondents, ranging from less than two years to more than ten. About two-thirds of the respondents had a post-

baccalaureate level of education. Fifty-four percent were men.  

 

Measures 

 

Distributive justice was measured using the five Distributive Justice Index items developed by Price and Mueller 

(1986). The scale ranged from 1 (very unfair) to 5 (very fair). 

 

POS was measured by the reduced scale (3 items) of Eisenberger et al. (1986). The scale ranged from 1 (totally 

disagree) to 5 (totally agree). 

 

Group Commitment was measured using three items from Allen and Meyer (1990). The scale ranged from 1 (totally 

disagree) to 5 (totally agree). 

 

Job Satisfaction was measured using a three-item overall satisfaction subscale of the Michigan Organization 

Assessment Questionnaire (Cammann, Fichman, Jenkins, & Klesh, 1979). The scale ranged from 1 (totally disagree) 

to 7 (totally agree). 

 

Analytical Strategy 

 

The hypotheses suggest an indirect effects model, whereby the relationship between distributive justice and 

satisfaction is transmitted through POS. Tests of such kind of mediation hypotheses are generally conducted using 

the Baron and Kenny (Baron & Kenny, 1986) approach. However, researchers have recently questioned the 

appropriateness of this approach (Edwards & Lambert, 2007; Kristopher J Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007). They 

have advocated the Sobel test for assessing mediating effects, but the Sobel test assumes normality of the product 

terms, constituting the indirect effect which is a problematic assumption, especially in a small sample like ours 

(Edwards & Lambert, 2007). We thus use bootstrap confidence intervals to derive better estimates. For the indirect 

effect to be meaningful, confidence intervals must exclude zero. Like other studies (e.g. Cassar & Briner, 2011), 

data were thus analyzed using the strategy suggested by Preacher and Hayes (K. J. Preacher & Hayes, 2008) in the 

case of mediator analyses and Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007) in the case of moderated mediation. 

 

RESULTS 

 

Descriptive statistics, internal reliabilities and correlations are shown in Table 1. 
 

 
Table 1:  Descriptive Statistics, Internal Reliabilities and Correlations 

Variable Mean SD alpha 1 2 3 4 

1. Distributive justice 2.83 .99 .93 -    

2. POS 3.46 1.02 .82 .68** -   

3. Group commitment 3.57 .94 .74 .40** .58** -  

4 Job satisfaction 5.94 1.15 .83 .28** .52** .67** - 

 **p<.01        

 

 

Mediation analysis results for Hypotheses 1 and 2 are given in Table 2.  
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Table 2:  Mediator Analysis for Job Satisfaction 

 Beta t-test 

B1 .33** 2.89 

B2 .71** 9.18 

B3 -.16 -1.16 

Sobel's Z (indirect effect) .49 (Z=4,57**)  

LL 95% percentile CI .25  

UL 95% percentile CI .76  

LL 95% bias corrected CI .25  

UL 95% bias corrected CI .78  

LL 95% bias corrected + accelerated CI .28  

UL 95% bias corrected + accelerated CI .80  

B1 = coefficient distributive justice on job satisfaction 

B2 = coefficient distributive justice on POS 

B3= coefficient distributive on job satisfaction controlling for POS 

Bootstrap resampling=5000; N=100 

** p<.01 

 

 

First, distributive justice correlated significantly with job satisfaction (b=0.33; p<.01), supporting 

Hypothesis 1. However, after controlling for the mediator (POS), the coefficient fell to -.16 and is not significant. 

This is a case of full mediation. We confirmed the mediation effects implied in Hypotheses 2 using both the product 

of coefficients approach (“Sobel test”) and bootstrap confidence intervals. A Sobel analysis showed that distributive 

justice had a significant indirect effect with job satisfaction via POS (point estimates of indirect effect=.49, SE=.11, 

Z=4,57, p<.01). We therefore calculated percentile-based, bias-corrected, and bias-corrected and accelerated 

confidence intervals across 5,000 bootstrap resamples. None of the confidence intervals contained zero, which 

further supported a significant indirect relationship between distributive justice and job satisfaction, via POS. In 

view of these results, Hypothesis 2 is supported. 

 

The results of the moderated mediation analyses testing Hypothesis 3 are depicted in Table 3. Results 

indicated that the cross-product term between POS and group commitment on job satisfaction was significant (B = 

.34, p < .01).  
 

 

Table 3:  Moderated-Mediation Analyses of Group Commitment  

on the POS Mediating Pathway between Distributive Justice and Job Satisfaction 

Predictor B SE t 

POS 

Constant 1.46 .23 6.3** 

Distributive Justice .71 .08 9.18** 

 

Job Satisfaction 

Constant .62 .80 .77 (n.s.) 

Distributive justice -.14 .11 -1.26 (n.s.) 

POS 1.09 .28 3.90** 

Group commitment 1.33 .24 5.59** 

POSxGroup commitment -.21 .07 -3.02** 

 

Conditional Indirect Bootstrap Estimates For Exchange Imbalance 

 Boot Indirect Effect Boot SE Boot Z 

-1 SD (2.63) .37 .10 3.49** 

Mean (3.57) .22 .09 2.46* 

+1 SD (4.51) .07 .10 0.75 (n.s.) 

Bootstrap sample size=5,000 

* p<.05 

** p<.01 
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To fully support Hypothesis 3, we needed to examine if the form of this interaction conformed to the 

hypothesized pattern. Therefore, we applied conventional procedures for plotting simple slopes (Figure 4) at one 

standard deviation above and below the mean of group commitment. Supporting Hypothesis 3, the slopes confirm 

the positive relationship between POS and job satisfaction for those low in group commitment and the absence of it 

for those highly committed to the workgroup. In other words, while distributive justice leads to POS, which in turn 

leads to job satisfaction, the degree of group commitment diminishes this latter relationship.  

 

 

 
Figure 2:  Job Satisfaction Predicted by POS Moderated by Group Commitment (GCOMM) 

 

 

Although the results show that group commitment interacted with POS to influence job satisfaction, they do 

not directly assess the conditional indirect effects. Therefore, we examined the conditional indirect effect of 

distributive justice on job satisfaction (through POS) at three values of group commitment - the mean, one standard 

deviation above the mean, and one standard deviation below the mean (Table 3). Normal-theory tests indicated that 

two of the three conditional indirect effects (based on moderator values at the mean and at one standard deviation 

above the mean) were positive and significantly different from zero. Bootstrap CIs corroborated these results.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

This study allows us to highlight two principal results. The first is the relationship between distributive 

justice and job satisfaction, mediated by POS. The second is the moderating role played by group commitment in 

this relationship. 

 

First, we would like to comment on the substitutability of the variables representing the organisation (POS) 

and those representing the group (group commitment). While it is possible to consider variables having different foci 

as being complementary (Johnson, et al., 2009), our findings indicate a different result - a good workgroup climate 

can counterbalance the negative effects of an inequitable salary. Further research on interactions of this type 

between group and organisation are necessary in order to more clearly characterize the phenomenon. 

 

Equally interesting is the role played by group commitment. Until now, studies on motivation, and more 

particularly studies on satisfaction, have always leaned toward explanations that are linked to the self or the 

organisation. Therefore, it seems important to pay closer attention to explanations concerning the group in order to 

better understand this phenomenon. Indeed, as emphasized by Ellemers et al. (2004), it is necessary to move from 
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the self to the group in order to explain motivational attitudes and behaviour since these links have not been fully 

explored. Similarly, it is the role of the workgroup that should be studied more deeply than that of the organisation. 

This is because daily life in an organisation goes on principally in the context of the workgroup, as opposed to the 

abstract organisation (Moreland & Levine, 2001; van Dick, van Knippenberg, Kerschreiter, Hertel, & Wieseke, 

2008). It is particularly important for research to explore more fully the links between distributive justice and 

workgroup effect since little is known about the dynamics between this concept and this level of analysis. Beyond 

the novelty aspect of the theory, this could have interesting implications for management, as we shall see in the next 

point. 

 

Finally, this study enables us to better understand the sources of employee satisfaction. In the array of 

studies on work satisfaction, the link between the salary level and satisfaction is weak. In a recent overview of over 

100 papers published in the four best management journals, Judge et al. (2010) finds no evidence of a strong 

correlation between the salary level and work satisfaction. Our study complements this well. If the absolute salary 

level is not a primary factor in the determination of satisfaction, our results show that the relative level is crucial. 

The reason is that employees perceive the fair allocation of resources to be an indicator of organisational support. 

The absolute level of the individual’s salary should not have the same effect on the perception of organisational 

support since this is, without doubt, considered by employees to be an environmental constraint, a standard imposed 

by the market and not by the organisation.  

 

Our study is likewise richly instructive from the management point of view. If it is relative value of 

remuneration, and not its absolute value which bears on satisfaction, then enterprises should be cautious with regard 

to their salary policies. In times of crises, salaries have a tendency to go down and many businesses are forced to 

lower the salaries of their employees. Although such policies are regrettable, they do not automatically have a 

negative effect on employee satisfaction, but human resource professionals should pay close attention to the salary 

distribution among employees following a pay cut. A collective cut that is perceived as fair can significantly 

diminish the potential negative effects on the job satisfaction of employees.  

 

We have shown the importance of developing group commitment. This focus might be systematically 

neglected, to the detriment of the organisational focus, but it is critical to choose the right target to emphasize. 

Indeed, in the context of the current crisis, it is not always possible to strengthen loyalty to the organisation when 

businesses cannot guarantee employment, even for the best of their employees (John P. Meyer & Herscovitch, 

2001). Neither is it always possible to pay employees what they might expect on the market, or even at a level 

matching what they deserve. Thus, group commitment represents a potentially attractive substitute to fall back on.  

 

In order to foster an affective commitment to the workgroup, a number of management strategies are 

possible. Determining factors include the team spirit; that is, the quality of relationships among the team members 

and group cohesion (Riketta & Dick, 2005). Along these same lines, Felfe & Yan (2009) suggest the importance of 

clear goals, a common vision, social support, participation in decision-making, being well informed, and good 

communication. Such group cohesion requires the kind of leadership which goes beyond individual self-interest and 

a concern for the common good. Transformational leadership is one recommended method for fostering such a 

group spirit (Bass, 1999). 

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

This article has a number of limitations which could be avoided in future research. The first concerns the 

method of data collection. It is cross-sectional and derived from a single source. This risks inflating variable 

correlations by a common method variance bias (Podsakoff, Mackenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Future studies 

could use a longitudinal design to correct this and obtain more reliable results. 

 

Second, the measure of distributive justice is general and can be considered as individual distributive 

justice. An interesting continuation might be to distinguish between individual justice and that which is either 

internal or external to the organisation (Tremblay & Roussel, 2001). This would make it possible to examine the 

reactions of employees to several referents, either themselves at other moments in time, one of their organisational 
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colleagues, or someone in another business. Communication of the salary policy and the policy itself would thus be 

more precise.  
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