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Abstract

The aim of this study was to examine the fit of a causal model for predicting job
burnout based on effort—reward imbalance and the mediating role of coping styles in
employed women. This research was applied in purpose and descriptive—correlational
in design, utilizing structural equation modeling (SEM). The statistical population
included all permanent and contractual female employees of the Central Organization
of Islamic Azad University in Tehran in autumn 2024. A total of 320 participants
were selected through convenience sampling. The instruments included the Job
Burnout Questionnaire by Schaufeli et al. (2020), the Effort-Reward Imbalance
Questionnaire by Siegrist (2013), and the Coping Styles Questionnaire by Folkman
and Lazarus (1980). Data analysis was conducted using Pearson’s correlation test,
model assumption checks, and structural model fit indices in SPSS-22 and AMOS-
24 software. The results showed that the structural model had an acceptable fit (CFI
= 0.925, GFI = 0.913, AGFI = 0.870, RMSEA = 0.069). Effort-reward imbalance
had a direct and significantly positive effect on job burnout (p = 0.265, p < .001).
Emotion-focused coping style had a direct and positive effect on job burnout (f =
0.204, p <.001), while problem-focused coping style had a direct and negative effect
(B =-0.290, p < .001). Additionally, the indirect effect of effort—reward imbalance
on job burnout through both coping styles was confirmed (Z = 2.31 and Z = 2.84).
Effort-reward imbalance is one of the key predictors of job burnout in women, and
coping styles play an important moderating role in this relationship. Strengthening
problem-focused coping strategies and improving organizational reward systems can
help reduce job burnout among employed women.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Job burnout has emerged as a major occupational health challenge worldwide, influencing both employee well-
being and organizational sustainability (Goetzel, 2018; Watson & Jones, 2024). The World Health
Organization recognizes burnout as a psychological syndrome resulting from chronic workplace stress that has
not been successfully managed (Quesada-Puga et al., 2024; Schaufeli et al., 2020). Burnout typically
manifests in emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment, leading to
decreased job satisfaction, higher turnover, and adverse health outcomes (Andela et al., 2016; Spector, 2022).
Women are particularly vulnerable to burnout due to the dual demands of professional responsibilities and
family roles (Artz et al., 2022; Yuan et al., 2023). Work—family conflict, defined as the incompatibility of
role expectations across work and family domains, is strongly associated with stress and psychological strain
(Heras Recuero & Segovia, 2021; Kalani & Arizi, 2017). Studies have consistently reported that women
experiencing high levels of work—family conflict display greater emotional fatigue, lower engagement, and
stronger intentions to quit their jobs (Xing et al., 2023; Yuan et al., 2023).

To understand the mechanisms linking workplace stressors to burnout, the Effort—Reward Imbalance (ERI)
model provides a robust theoretical framework. According to this model, when employees perceive that their
efforts at work are not matched by adequate rewards such as pay, esteem, or promotion opportunities, stress
responses intensify and burnout becomes more likely (Siegrist et al., 2013; Siegrist et al., 2004). International
evidence supports the predictive power of ERI for burnout among healthcare professionals and service workers
(Al Sabei et al., 2023; Alvarado et al., 2021).

Coping strategies—defined as the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral efforts to manage stressful demands—
play a critical mediating role in these relationships (Biggs et al., 2017; Folkman & Lazarus, 1985, 1988).
Coping is typically categorized into problem-focused strategies aimed at altering the stressor and emotion-
focused strategies aimed at regulating emotional distress (Piri et al., 2019; Stanistawski, 2019). Evidence
suggests that adaptive, problem-focused coping mitigates the negative impact of job stress, while emotion-
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focused coping often exacerbates burnout by depleting psychological resources (Dwarumpudi et al., 2022;
Yusof et al., 2022). From the perspective of the Conservation of Resources theory, individuals experience
stress when their resources are threatened or lost, and maladaptive coping accelerates this depletion
(Guadalupe & DeShong, 2025; Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993).

Organizational context also influences how employees experience and cope with stress. Supportive leadership
and fair reward systems can reduce the strain of work—family imbalance and help sustain employee motivation
(Janosy et al., 2023; Watson & Jones, 2024). However, in many workplace cultures, especially for women,
barriers such as limited advancement and recognition exacerbate perceived effort—reward imbalances and
make effective coping more difficult (Artz et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2023).

Despite a growing body of research on work stress and burnout, few studies have simultaneously examined
the interplay between effort—reward imbalance, work—family conflict, and coping styles in a comprehensive
causal model, particularly among employed women in non-Western contexts. Considering the cultural and
organizational factors that may influence these dynamics, the present study aimed to test a structural model of
job burnout prediction based on work—family conflict and effort—reward imbalance, mediated by coping styles
among female employees.

Methods and Materials

This applied, descriptive—correlational study employed structural equation modeling to examine direct and
indirect pathways linking work—family conflict, effort-reward imbalance, and coping styles to job burnout
among female employees. The statistical population included all permanent and contractual female staff
working at the Central Organization of Islamic Azad University in Tehran during autumn 2024. Based on
recommended sample size criteria for structural equation modeling, 320 participants were recruited through
convenience sampling.

Data were collected using three standardized instruments: the Burnout Assessment Tool (Schaufeli et al., 2020)
to measure emotional exhaustion, mental distancing, cognitive and emotional impairment, and psychosomatic
complaints; the Effort-Reward Imbalance Questionnaire (Siegrist, 2013) to assess perceived imbalance
between job demands and rewards; and the Ways of Coping Questionnaire (Folkman & Lazarus, 1988) to
identify emotion-focused and problem-focused coping styles.

Data analysis involved descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation, and structural equation modeling using
SPSS-22 and AMOS-24. Model fit was evaluated with indices including y?/df, CFI, GFI, AGFI, and RMSEA.
Indirect effects were tested using the Sobel test to confirm the mediating role of coping strategies.

Findings

The participants ranged in age from 25 to 45 years, with a mean age of approximately 40.7 years. Most
respondents were married and had at least one child, and educational attainment varied from associate to
postgraduate degrees.

Preliminary analyses showed significant positive correlations between effort-reward imbalance and all burnout
components, including emotional exhaustion, mental distancing, cognitive impairment, and psychosomatic
complaints. In contrast, problem-focused coping correlated negatively with burnout dimensions, while
emotion-focused coping correlated positively.

The measurement model demonstrated satisfactory fit after minor modifications (y*/df=2.61, CFI=0.969,
GFI1=0.952, AGFI=0.928, RMSEA=0.060). The final structural model also exhibited acceptable fit
(x¥/df=3.12, CF1=0.925, GF1=0.913, AGFI=0.870, RMSEA=0.069).

Path analysis indicated that effort—reward imbalance had a significant direct positive effect on job burnout
(B=0.265, p<0.001). Emotion-focused coping was also a significant positive predictor (f=0.204, p<0.001),
while problem-focused coping exerted a significant negative effect on burnout (=-0.290, p<0.001).
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Indirect effects analysis showed that effort—reward imbalance influenced burnout through both coping styles.
Specifically, the imbalance increased the use of emotion-focused coping, which in turn heightened burnout
(Z=2.31, p=0.020). Conversely, it reduced problem-focused coping, indirectly contributing to higher burnout
(Z2=2.84, p=0.004).

Discussion and Conclusion

This study confirms that the effort—reward imbalance model is a powerful predictor of burnout among female
employees, aligning with evidence that perceived unfairness in the balance of work demands and rewards
triggers sustained physiological and psychological stress responses (Alvarado et al., 2021; Siegrist et al.,
2004). Women who exert high levels of effort but feel undervalued are more prone to emotional exhaustion
and detachment, a trend previously observed in nursing and healthcare professions (Al Sabei et al., 2023;
Quesada-Puga et al., 2024).

The findings also underscore the critical mediating role of coping strategies. Consistent with Lazarus and
Folkman’s transactional stress theory, emotion-focused coping—such as avoidance or venting—was linked to
greater burnout risk (Biggs et al., 2017; Folkman & Lazarus, 1985). Meanwhile, problem-focused coping
acted as a protective factor, reducing the psychological impact of work stress. These results support prior
research showing that adaptive coping replenishes resources and enhances personal control, buffering against
chronic stress (Gardner et al., 2023; Piri et al., 2019; Stanistawski, 2019).

From a conservation of resources perspective, women who invest heavily in their jobs without equitable reward
experience a net loss of psychological capital (Guadalupe & DeShong, 2025; Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993). If
coping is predominantly emotion-focused, this depletion accelerates and burnout intensifies. In contrast,
problem-focused strategies may interrupt this cycle by facilitating resource recovery and fostering resilience.
Organizational dynamics play an important moderating role. Supportive leadership and equitable reward
systems have been found to reduce the detrimental effects of work—family conflict and imbalance (Janosy et
al., 2023; Watson & Jones, 2024). However, many women continue to face gender-related inequities in
recognition and career advancement, compounding feelings of unfairness and vulnerability (Artz et al., 2022;
Zhang et al., 2023). Addressing these systemic issues is essential for sustainable workforce well-being.

This research contributes to the understanding of how personal and organizational factors interact to shape
burnout risk. By integrating the ERI model with coping theory, it offers a comprehensive explanation for why
some women adapt better to demanding work and family roles while others experience profound strain. These
insights have practical implications: organizations should promote fair reward structures, invest in leadership
development to create psychologically supportive climates, and offer training that enhances employees’
problem-focused coping skills.

In conclusion, job burnout among female employees is a multifactorial phenomenon driven by structural
inequalities in work reward systems, compounded by work—family conflict and influenced by individual
coping styles. Interventions that simultaneously address organizational fairness and individual coping capacity
hold promise for reducing burnout and improving women’s occupational health.
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