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ABSTRACT 

This study aims to test the Social Exchange Theory in a collectivist society and extends it by examining the 

link between distributive justice (DJ) and work engagement (WE). Specifically, individual exchange ideology (IEI) is 

integrated into the relationship, and it establishes if exchange ideology mediates between the relationships. The study 

was conducted on a large sample (499) of Turkish blue and white-collar employees from business units of 15 

independent companies; 10 different industry types and data was analysed with Structural Equation Modelling. The 

findings of this research supported the previous findings about DJ’s positive relationship with WE. Secondly, findings 

showed that IEI acted as a mediator between DJ and WE, and it mediated 24% of the effect of DJ’s on WE. Results 

revealed that employees reciprocated perceived justice (DJ in our case) by engaging themselves more in their work, to 

meet organisational goals, but this increases with the effect of individual exchange ideology; and therefore, supported 

the applicability of Social Exchange Theory in a collectivist society, namely in a Turkish context. 
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DAĞITIMSAL ADALET VE İŞE ADANMA İLİŞKİSİNDE BİREYSEL DEĞİŞİM 

İDEOLOJİSİNİN ARACILIK ETKİSİNİN KOLLEKTİVİST BİR TOPLUMDA TEST 

EDİLMESİ 

ÖZ 

Bu çalışma, Sosyal Mübadele Teorisi’ni kollektivist bir toplumda test etmekte ve dağıtımsal adalet ile işe 

adanma arasındaki ilişkiyi inceleyerek teoriye katkı sunmaktadır.  Bu ilişkiye bireysel mübadele ideolojisi değişkeni 

eklenerek, aracılık etkisi olup olmadığı araştırılmıştır.   Çalışma 10 farklı endüstride faaliyet gösteren 15 işletmeden 

beyaz ve mavi yakalı toplam 499 çalışanı kapsayan geniş bir örneklem üzerinde test edilmiş ve veriler Yapısal Eşitlik 

Modellemesi ile analiz edilmiştir. Çalışmanın bulguları ilk olarak dağıtımsal adalet ile işe adanma arasında pozitif bir 

ilişki olduğunu göstermiştir ve bu yönüyle litaratürdeki çalışmalarla uyumludur. Bulgular ikinci olarak, dağıtımsal 

adalet ile işe adanma ilişkisinde bireysel mübadele ideolojisi değişkeninin aracılık etkisi yaptığını (% 24) göstermiştir. 

Sonuçlar çalışanların dağıtımsal adaletin uygulanması karşısında örgütsel amaçları gerçekleştirmek üzere işe daha 

fazla adandıklarını ve bunu artıran değişkenin bireysel mübadele ideolojisi değişkeni olduğunu göstermiştir. Bu 

bağlamda, Sosyal Mübadele Teorisinin kollektivist bir ülke olan Türkiye’deki bir örneklem üzerinde geçerli olduğu 

ispatlanmıştır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler : İşe adanma, Bireysel Değişim İdeolojisi, Dağıtımsal Adalet, Türkiye 

JEL Kodları: M10, J28, J24 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In today’s highly competitive work environment, a very significant way of achieving 

competitive advantage over rivals is ensuring employee engagement. Companies spend over $720 

million each year on employee engagement, and that’s projected to rise to over $1.5 billion in future 

(La Motte, 2015). 

While exchange ideology has been offered as a possible reason individuals choose to engage 

in their work (Saks, 2006) with varying degrees, there has been no specific investigation of the role of 

individual exchange ideology and its influence on distributive justice and as a means to impact 

engagement levels in the Turkish context. Our study tests distributive justice’s effect on work 

engagement (WE) to establish if individual exchange ideology mediates this relationship. 

Individual exchange ideology is a continuum (Eisenberger et al., 1986) and can be described 

as the degree to which an individual's work effort is contingent upon perceived organisational 

treatment (Eisenberger et al., 1986; Witt, 1991; Witt & Broach, 1993). At one end of its dispositional-

continuum, employee effort is based on organisation reinforcements — a strong exchange ideology. 

At the other end of the continuum, employees put forth effort without regard to what they receive from 

the organisation — a weak exchange ideology (Witt & Broach, 1993). In short, individuals with a 

strong exchange orientation are more likely to return a good deed than those with a low exchange 

orientation (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Individuals with a low exchange orientation are not 

influenced as much by reciprocity beliefs and therefore would exert the same effort regardless of the 

organisation’s actions (Hastings, 2011). 

Specifically, this study aims to examine whether exchange ideology can be an intermediate 

mechanism through which DJ affects work engagement. We make two specific contributions to the 

literature. Firstly, we propose and test the hypothesis that DJ has a direct positive relationship with 

WE. Secondly, this is the first study to examine the mediation effect of individual exchange ideology 

on work engagement in the Turkish context. Thirdly, by analysing the links between these variables, 

our study extends the Social Exchange Theory (SET). Lastly, as a methodological contribution, we 

tested our model by using Omega besides Cronbach alpha. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Work Engagement 

In the academic literature, work engagement is often defined and conceptualized as the amount 

of discretionary effort exhibited by employees in their jobs (Frank et al., 2004) or emotional and 

intellectual commitment to the organization (Baumruk, 2004; Richman, 2006; Shaw, 2005) and 

‘harnessing of organisational members’ selves to their work roles’ (Kahn, 1990). As a motivational-
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psychological state, work engagement is a response or reaction to one’s work (Meyer et al., 2010; 

Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010; Schaufeli et al., 2006), and is a combination of the capability to work 

(energy, vigour) and the willingness to work (involvement, dedication) (Van Bogaert et al., 2013). 

Engaged personnel employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally 

during role performances. In other words, it is a positive, fulfilling, affective-motivational state of 

work-related well-being (Bakker & Schaufeli, 2008). Saks (2006), proved that engagement (both job 

and organisation engagement) mediate the relationships between the antecedents (organisational 

support, job characteristics and procedural justice) and consequences (job satisfaction, organisational 

commitment, intentions to quit, and  organizational citizenship behaviour) of engagement. 

In the academic literature, typically “employee engagement” and “work engagement” are used 

interchangeably. EE, which refers to a positive attitude held by the employee toward the organisation 

and its values, suggests that the human resource of the organisation will become engaged with their 

work and devote their complete self to the role in the organisation, through investing intellectual effort, 

experiencing positive emotions and meaningful connections with others (Alfes et al., 2012), when 

antecedents are in place that signal to employees that they are valued and trusted (Rich et al., 2010; 

Saks, 2006). 

Shuck (2011) suggested four major approaches for employee engagement frameworks from 

the academic perspective: (1) Kahn’s (1990) need-satisfying approach, (2) Maslach et al. (2001), 

burnout-antithesis approach, (3) Harter et al.’s (2002) satisfaction-engagement approach, and (4) 

Saks’s (2006) multidimensional approach. For explaining employee engagement, Social Exchange 

Theory is recommended as a stronger theoretical rationale and frequently referred to in academic 

research. 

2.2. Social Exchange Theory 

The antecedents or conditions of engagement in both Kahn’s (1990) and Maslach et al.’s (2001) 

model can be regarded as economic and socioemotional exchange resources. Employees who receive 

these resources from their organisation feel obliged to repay the organisation with differing levels of 

engagement. According to Saks (2006), although Kahn’s (1990) and Maslach et al.’s (2001) models 

show the importance of the conditions or antecedents that are necessary for engagement, they do not 

fully explain why individuals will respond to these conditions with varying degrees of engagement. 

Social Exchange Theory (SET) is one of the main research streams and is considered to be one of the 

most influential conceptual paradigms for understanding workplace behaviour (Cropanzano & 

Mitchell, 2005) as it provides a theoretical foundation to explain why employees choose to become 

more or less engaged in their work and organisation, which is also recommended by Saks (2006).  
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Saks (2006) proved that engagement (both job and organisation engagement) mediate the 

relationships between the antecedents (organisational support, job characteristics and procedural 

justice) and consequences (job satisfaction, organisational commitment, intentions to quit, and 

organisational citizenship behaviour) of engagement. 

2.3. Individual Exchange Ideology  

As widely accepted, employees’ reactions to treatment done by their organisation are guided 

by reciprocity norms which is a generalised moral norm defining certain actions and obligations as 

repayments for benefits received (Gouldner, 1960). 

When employees perceived that the organisation supported them, the reciprocity norm would 

obligate them to support the organisation (Gouldner, 1960). Eisenberger et al. (1986) developed a 

measure to assess how sensitive employees were to reciprocity obligations, focusing in particular on 

their beliefs that work effort should depend on treatment by the organisation. Individual exchange 

ideology (IEI) is a continuum (Eisenberger et al., 1986) and can be described as the degree to which 

an individual's work effort is contingent upon perceived organisational treatment (Eisenberger et al., 

1986; Witt, 1991; Witt & Broach, 1993). At one end of its dispositional-continuum, employee effort 

is based on organisation reinforcements — a strong IEI. At the other end of the continuum, employees 

put forth effort without regard to what they receive from the organisation — a weak EI (Witt & Broach, 

1993). 

First studies on IEI imply that those with a strong IEI have self-serving bias and focus more on 

the self than on others (Pazy & Ganzach, 2010; Xiao et al., 2017). Individuals with a high exchange 

orientation strongly adhere to the norm of reciprocity and, therefore, carefully track obligations, keep 

score within interactions, expect direct and immediate giving, are sensitive and responsive to injustice 

and unfair treatment, monitor input and output closely in relationships, view exchange partners as 

debtors, limit knowledge sharing, and are more likely to perceive unfairness and to feel they are being 

taken advantage of within a relationship (Coyle-Shapiro & Neuman, 2004; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 

2005; Cureton, 2014; Eisenberger et al., 1986; Lin, 2007; Molm & Takahashi, 2018; Redman & Snape, 

2005; Takeuchi et al., 2011). 

In short, individuals with a strong exchange orientation are more likely to return a good deed 

than those with a low exchange orientation (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Individuals with a low 

exchange orientation are not influenced as much by reciprocity beliefs and therefore would exert the 

same effort regardless of the organisation’s actions (Hastings, 2011). Since they are less likely to care 

if exchanges are not reciprocated, they are more open-minded and agreeable, and have a higher 

propensity to trust others (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Cureton, 2014; Takeuchi et al., 2011) and 
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will "continue to work hard even if they perceive themselves to be poorly or unfairly treated" (Coyle-

Shapiro & Neuman, 2004; Cureton, 2014; Witt, 1991; Witt & Broach, 1993). 

Since then, research has found that individual exchange ideology (IEI) predicted positive 

outcomes such as organisational citizenship (Hastings, 2011), satisfaction and commitment (Pazy & 

Ganzach, 2010; Witt et al., 2001). Researches on IEI show that IEI moderates antecedents and 

consequences of engagement in specific; and positive outcomes for the organisation in general as such 

it moderates between perceived  organisational support and  organisational citizenship behaviours 

(Ladd & Henry, 2000), perceived organisational support and work effort (Orpen, 1994), and procedural 

justice perceptions and satisfaction with training (Witt & Broach, 1993), employees’ perceptions of 

work environment and their  organisational citizenship behaviours (Witt, 1991) and procedural justice 

and (Witt et al., 2001) perceived organisational support and reduced absenteeism (Eisenberger et al., 

1986). 

IEI is also reported to be effective in the procedural justice perceptions and satisfaction with 

training (Witt & Broach, 1993). Scott and Colquitt (2007) found that IEI moderated the relationships 

between various forms of justice and withdrawal, organisational citizenship behaviour and 

performance. An important finding of the study to note is, IEI was found as a more useful moderator 

than either Equity Sensitivity or the Big Five personality factors. 

The effects of IEI on positive outcomes for an organisation which are similar to engagement, 

such as commitment, and satisfaction are also reported in the academic literature. Pazy and Ganzach 

(2010), reported that IEI had effects on both initial and long-term committed behaviour; and these 

effects were stronger than those of pre-entry perceived organisational support. Exchange beliefs also 

moderate the relationship between participative decision-making and acceptance of group norms and 

satisfaction with promotion opportunities (Witt, 1992). An important finding is the relationship 

between individual EI and satisfaction levels. As such Takeuchi, Takeuchi et al. (2007) reported 

people with high exchange ideology tend to be less satisfied with their work, and Witt et al. (2001) 

reported IEI significantly increased manager-rated commitment. Similarly, Witt and Broach (1993), 

reported that strong IEI significantly increased satisfaction with training, and knowledge sharing 

(Eisenberger et al., 2001; Sinclair & Tetrick, 1995; Xiao et al., 2017). 

Following previous research (Witt & Broach, 1993), this study considers IEI as a reflection of 

an individual’s expectation for person-organisation exchange. From this perspective, in this study, 

individual exchange ideology’s mediating role between distributive justice and WE is researched. 
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2.4. Distributive Justice  

Justice, fairness and equity which are used interchangeably are core values in organisations 

(Konovsky, 2000). Justice refers to perceptions of employees about fair treatment received from an 

organization and their behavioral reaction to such perceptions (Ghosh et al., 2014). 

 Organizational justice consists of three kinds, one of which is distributive justice. Distributive 

justice is defined and conceptualized as the fairness of distribution of resources or about results 

orientations. According to an estimation, fairness was not dependent upon the fixed level of results.  

However, it depended upon the social assessment of input with financial and social reward output 

ratios (Alvi & Abbasi, 2012). Based on Adam’s (1965) Equity Theory, distributive justice is said to 

exist when the distribution of outcomes such as compensation, benefits, and other rewards meet 

employees’ expectations vis-à-vis their inputs (Chou, 2009; Clay-Warner et al., 2005; Ghosh et al., 

2014; Simpson & Kaminski, 2007). 

When employees have a high perception of justice in their organisation, they are more likely 

to be fair in their roles by giving more of themselves through higher levels of engagement (Saks, 2006). 

2.5. Previous Research  

In the academic literature, employee engagement has attracted considerable interest over the 

years since the vast majority of the researchers found evidence that employees’ level of engagement 

predicts positive outcomes for an organisation and as documented by Harter et al. (2002). Employee 

satisfaction and engagement are related to meaningful business outcomes at a magnitude that is 

important to many organisations. Most importantly, engaged employees are more likely to exhibit 

discretionary efforts and improve individual performance (Corporate Leadership Council, 2004). 

Similar results are obtained by Schaufeli et al. (2002), Bamford et al. (2013), Brunetto et al. (2013), 

Fiabane et al. (2013), Jenaro et al. (2011), Othman and Nasurdin (2013), Rickard et al. (2012), Van 

Bogaert et al. (2013), Garrosa et al. (2011), Lawrence (2011), Lu et al. (2011), Palmer (2011), Tomic 

and Tomic (2011), Walker and Campbell (2013) and Cureton (2014). 

Saks (2006) proved that engagement (job and organisation engagement) mediate the 

relationships between the antecedents (organisational support, job characteristic, and procedural 

justice) and consequences (job satisfaction, organisational commitment, intentions to quit, and 

organisational citizenship behaviour) of engagement. 

When we come to the effect of perception of equity on engagement, we see that nearly all of 

the studies in the academic literature agree that when employees have a high perception of justice in 

their organisation, they are more likely to be fair in their roles by giving more of themselves through 

higher levels of engagement as Saks (2006) stated. Saks (2006) also proved that distributive justice is 

positively linked with employee engagement. 
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Rich et al. (2010) reported that engagement mediates relationships between value congruence, 

perceived organisational support, and core self-evaluations, and two job performance dimensions: task 

performance and organisational citizenship behaviour. Alvi and Abbasi (2012) also reported that 

distributive justice was positively related with EE. Ghosh et al. (2014) examined if perceptions of 

distributive, procedural and interactional justice are related to employee engagement, as an extension 

of the antecedents-consequences model of Saks (2006), and found that distributive and interactional 

justice took precedence over procedural justice in determining job engagement, while distributive 

justice played the most important role in determining organisational engagement, followed by 

procedural and interactional justice. Prominent studies (Ghosh et al., 2014; Sze & Angeline, 2011) 

reported that distributive justice takes precedence over procedural justice in determining work 

engagement to be the most crucial part of equity perception among employees. 

When we come to the mediation effect of individual exchange ideology on, WE, which is a 

very new topic in the academic literature, we see that studies on this topic are really scarce; though 

nearly all of the studies report the existence of the mediation effect of EI on the relationship between 

justice perceptions and with both satisfaction and engagement. Witt and Broach (1993) reported that 

perceptions of procedural justice accounted for greater variance in satisfaction among trainees with a 

strong exchange ideology than among those with a weak exchange ideology. In a recent study Sze and 

Angeline (2011) reported that in Malaysia, employees’ perceptions of supervisor support, distributive 

justice, procedural justice, and participation in decision-making were positively and significantly 

related to their job engagement. They also showed that the relationships between employees’ 

perceptions of supervisor support and job engagement, as well as between employees’ participation in 

decision-making and job engagement were stronger when their EI was high. Similarly Cureton’s 

(2014) study on the role of individual exchange ideology in co-worker social support and work 

engagement levels revealed positive relationships between co-worker social support and work 

engagement, while a negative relationship was found between EI, co-worker social support, and work 

engagement. When the effects of EI are controlled or held constant across the remaining two variables, 

the correlation between work engagement and co-worker social support was found to be lower. Sze 

and Angeline (2011), reported that perceptions of supervisor support, distributive justice, procedural 

justice, and participation in decision-making are related to their job engagement; and exchange 

ideology moderates between the relationships. Unlike procedural justice, the relationship between 

distributive justice and job engagement was stronger, when employees had high, rather than low 

exchange ideology. 

For the Turkish setting, no research has yet been conducted on the effect of individual exchange 

ideology in DJ and WE relationship. 
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3. MATERIALS AND METHOD 

The Aim of the Study 

In this study, drawing from SET, we develop and test a model where DJ was linked to WE, and 

we integrated and tested the mediation effect of EI in this relationship. Empirical support for this model 

was offered, and its potential implications for research and practice were discussed. 

3.1. Model and Hypothesis 

The mediating effect of EI on WE is a very new topic in the academic literature and research 

on the role of IEI between DJ on WE is scarce. In light of the literature review, our paper proposes that 

DJ is related to WE and exchange ideology mediates this relationship and below hypotheses were 

tested. 

Nearly all of the studies in the academic literature agree that when employees have a high 

perception of justice in their organisation, they are more likely to be fair in their roles by giving more 

of themselves through higher levels of engagement as Saks (2006) stated. It is also reported in recent 

studies that distributive justice is positively linked with employee engagement (Alvi & Abbasi, 2012; 

Biswas et al., 2013; Ghosh et al., 2014; Saks, 2006; Sze & Angeline, 2011; Wayne et al., 1997). 

Therefore, our first hypothesis is formulated as: 

Hypothesis 1 : Distributive justice is (positively) related to work engagement. 

According to Molm (1994), interdependence, which involves mutual and complementary 

arrangements, is considered as a defining characteristic of social exchange. Social exchange generates 

obligations through a series of interactions between the parties who are in a state of reciprocal 

interdependence, and individuals with a strong IEI are more likely to feel obliged to reciprocate the 

benefit (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Eisenberger et al., 1986; Saks, 2006). Eisenberger et al. (2001) 

stated, “employee EI concerns employees’ application of the reciprocity norm to their relationship with 

the work organisation”. While exchange ideology has been offered as a possible reason individuals 

choose to engage in their work (Saks, 2006) with varying degrees, there has been no specific 

investigation of the role of individual exchange ideology and its influence on distributive justice and 

as a means to impact engagement levels in the Turkish context. 

Therefore, our second hypothesis was formulated as below: 

Hypothesis 2 : Individual Exchange Ideology mediates the relationship between DJ and WE. 

Saks (2006) recommended further research to test individual variables on the relationships 

between antecedents and consequences of WE. Although previous research documents supported 

evidence that DJ positively influences, WE, it is still necessary to increase our understanding of 

engagement in different work environments by examining the link between DJ and WE. 
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3.2. Sample and Data Collection 

As a sample from the Turkish setting, we tested the model on a large sample of Turkish blue 

and white-collar employees from business units of 15 independent companies; 10 different industry 

types on employees with different demographics. For this research, 560 self-administered 

questionnaires were sent to employees in business. Participation in our survey was voluntary, no 

remuneration was offered, and participants were informed that their responses would remain 

anonymous and confidential. After deleting cases with the missing values, the final sample consisted 

of 499 individuals. Data were collected through the method of convenience sampling and at one time. 

The final study sample (N=499) consisted of 307 men, and 192 women, and the mean age of the sample 

was 30. This is because female employees are still rare in the industry. The mean tenure of the sample 

was 7,2 years. Regarding educational background, 30% had a high school degree, 19% of the sample 

had an associate degree; 48% had an undergraduate degree, and 3% had a master degree. 

3.3. Data Analysis and Findings 

The study was conducted on a large sample (499) of Turkish blue and white-collar employees. 

Data were analysed with Structural Equation Modelling. To analyze the data, R-Project program (R 

Core Team, 2018), Psych package (Revelle, 2018) and lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) was used. 

Firstly, an iterative “item trimming” procedure was performed for the original scale items and 

following that total Omega was calculated as 0,96. As a first step, the direct effect of DJ over WE was 

tested. For model fit SRMR value was calculated as 0,043 and NFI value as 0,935; both of which 

proved that the model was acceptable. The path coefficient of DJ’s direct effect over WE was found 

significant (0,420) as shown in Figure 1. It showed that distributive justice (DJ) was (positively) related 

to WE and our first hypothesis was adopted, which is similar to the findings in the academic literature. 

 

Figure 1. DJ’s direct effect on WE. 
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To research the mediation effect of IEI, IEI was added to the model as a/the mediator, and the 

model was found to be acceptable with SRMR value 0,041 and NFI values 0,963. The path coefficient 

of IEI’s direct effect over WE was found to be significant (0,36 with p-value: 0,000). The path 

coefficient of DJ’s direct effect over IEI was found to be significant (0,30 with p-value: 0,000) as 

shown in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. IEI’s mediation effect on the relationship of DJ and WE. 

Consequently, it was found that distributive justice (DJ) was (positively) related to WE, which 

is similar to the findings in the academic literature. 

It was also found that EI acts as a mediator (24%) between DJ and WE, and it mediated the 

effect of DJ’s on WE. Therefore, our second hypothesis was also adopted. 

4. CONCLUSION 

The paper makes a contribution to the literature by extending empirical research on SET and 

its applications in a non-U.S. environment, and therefore, highlighting the increased importance of 

context in organisational science research today. The role of IEI on the relationship between DJ and 

WE is a very new topic in the academic literature and studies on this relationship are instead scarce in 

general, and in particular it is not yet tested in the Turkish context. Testing the mediating effect of IEI 

in the relationship of DJ with WE contribute to the limited research in the Turkish context. 

Grounded on SET, these results revealed that distributive justice (DJ) was (positively) related 

to WE and our first hypothesis was adopted, which is similar to the findings in the academic literature. 

This shows that when employees have a high perception of justice in their organisation, they are more 

likely to be fair in their roles by giving more of themselves through higher levels of engagement. 
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As a motivational-psychological state, work engagement is a response or reaction to one’s work 

(Meyer et al., 2010; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010; Schaufeli et al., 2006), and is a combination of the 

capability to work (energy, vigour) and the willingness to work (involvement, dedication) (Van 

Bogaert et al., 2013), which increases with distributive justice in organisations. 

It was also found that IEI acted as a mediator (24%) between DJ and WE, and it mediated the 

effect of DJ’s on WE. Therefore, our second hypothesis was also adopted. Results revealed that 

employees reciprocated perceived justice (DJ in our case) by engaging themselves more in their work, 

to meet organisational goals and devote their complete self to a role in the organisation. 

Individual exchange ideology is a continuum (Eisenberger et al., 1986) and can be described 

as the degree to which an individual's work effort is contingent upon perceived organisational 

treatment (Eisenberger et al., 1986; Witt, 1991; Witt & Broach, 1993). 

The results confirmed the applicability of Social Exchange Theory in a collectivist society in 

Turkey and advocates that employees who perceive that there is distributive equity in the organisation 

are more likely to have strong bonds with the work and repay this to the organisation through higher 

levels of engagement. 
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