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Abstract: Employee burnout is a critical issue in Private Western Technology Companies (PWTCs),
exacerbated by high-pressure environments. This paper introduces Relationship Debt (RD)—the
accumulation of unresolved conflicts, unmet expectations, and workplace stressors that erode job
satisfaction and productivity. Drawing on the Conservation of Resources Theory, Psychological
Contract Theory, Equity Theory, Organisational Justice Theory, and Social Identity Theory, this study
conceptualises RD as a cyclical and self-reinforcing phenomenon. Findings highlight RD as a
significant yet underexplored contributor to burnout, necessitating targeted interventions. This
research underscores the need for organisational policies that enhance psychological safety, fair
resource distribution, and proactive conflict resolution. By framing RD as a measurable workplace
phenomenon, this study provides a foundation for improving workplace relationships, burnout
prevention, and organisational effectiveness.
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Organisational justice; social identity; conservation of resources theory; psychosocial risk factors;
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1. Introduction: Understanding Relationship Debt in the Workplace

Relationship Debt (RD) is a pervasive issue in professional environments, characterised by
unresolved conflicts, unmet expectations, and neglected interpersonal dynamics. Much like financial
debt, RD accumulates over time, potentially leading to the “bankruptcy” of professional relationships
(Gottman, 1999, p.27). This accumulation manifests as stress, decreased trust, communication
breakdowns, and reduced job satisfaction, ultimately contributing to employee burnout—a state of
physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion resulting from prolonged stress (Maslach et al., 2001).
Addressing RD is crucial, as its unchecked escalation negatively impacts individual well-being,
organisational culture, and overall productivity.

The Organisational Consequences of RD

The accumulation of RD erodes morale, fosters resentment, and reduces collaboration, leading
to higher conflict rates and diminished productivity (Koslowski & Ilgen, 2006). As RD persists,
employees experience increased frustration, disengagement, and cynicism, further exacerbating
burnout (Amabile, 1993; Eisenberger et al.,, 1986; Gamze & Firat, 2017). While burnout has been
extensively studied (Maslach et al., 2001), the specific role of unresolved interpersonal conflicts and
unmet expectations in driving burnout remains underexplored. Understanding this link is essential
for developing targeted interventions that mitigate burnout and improve workplace relationships.

Filling a Critical Research Gap

This study introduces RD as a distinct construct, bridging the gap between relationship
dynamics and burnout research. While workplace well-being has been traditionally examined
through concepts such as conflict resolution, emotional labour, and organisational justice (Canary &
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Lakey, 2012; Wilmot & Hocker, 2017), RD offers a novel lens to assess how accumulated interpersonal
stressors contribute to burnout. By conceptualising RD through psychological frameworks such as
Conservation of Resources Theory (Hobfoll, 1989), Psychological Contract Theory (Rousseau, 1989),
and Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), this study provides a new perspective on
workplace well-being and burnout prevention.

The Role of Leadership and Organisational Culture

Leaders play a pivotal role in shaping workplace culture and mitigating RD by fostering
emotional support, fairness, and psychological safety (Eisenberger et al., 1990; Podsakoff et al., 2000).
Effective leadership—grounded in Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) Theory—strengthens trust,
reduces perceived injustices, and enhances job satisfaction and organisational commitment (Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995). Conversely, organisations that fail to address RD risk fostering disengagement,

increased turnover, and deteriorating workplace relationships (De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001;
Tjosvold, 2008).

RD in High-Pressure Work Environments

Private Western Technology Companies (PWTCs)—characterised by high workloads, rapid
innovation, and competitive cultures—are particularly vulnerable to RD. These environments often
prioritise productivity over relationship maintenance, leading to chronic stress and interpersonal
strain (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014; Maslach et al., 2001). However, RD is not unique to PWTCs; it
exists in any industry that neglects balanced interpersonal relationships (Eisenberger et al., 1990;
Podsakoff et al., 2000). Addressing RD is, therefore, universally relevant, with significant implications
for workplace well-being across sectors.

A Case Study: RD’s Real-World Impact

Consider Fred, a senior software developer at Tech Innovators Inc., who has worked for the
company for ten years. Due to cost-cutting measures, he faces constant overtime demands, multiple
high-priority projects, and frequent managerial changes. His lack of agency, poor communication
with leadership, and unresolved conflicts with colleagues exemplify RD’s detrimental effects. Despite
occasional interpersonal skills workshops, Fred and his colleagues are too overwhelmed to attend,
further straining engagement and morale. Additionally, perceived inequities in promotions,
inconsistent policies, and a lack of transparency contribute to his growing frustration,
disengagement, and burnout.

Significance of This Research

This study positions RD as a critical yet overlooked factor in organisational behaviour, linking
it directly to employee burnout, workplace satisfaction, and performance. By conceptualising RD as
a measurable workplace phenomenon, this research lays the groundwork for future studies and
interventions to strengthen workplace relationships, prevent burnout, and improve organisational
effectiveness.

2. Theoretical Background
Conceptualizing Relationship Debt (RD) in the Workplace

Relationship Debt (RD) refers to the accumulation of unresolved workplace tensions, including
unmet expectations, perceived injustices, and lack of reciprocity in professional interactions
(Cropanzano et al., 2017). These accumulated social stressors can drain employees’ psychological
resources, leading to burnout, disengagement, and lower job satisfaction (Maslach et al., 2001;
Eisenberger et al., 1990).
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RD impacts both individual employees and broader organisational culture. Workplaces with
high RD experience reduced collaboration, declining morale, and increased turnover, as unresolved
tensions weaken trust and engagement (Colquitt et al., 2001; Bakker & Demerouti, 2014).

This section integrates key psychological and organisational theories to understand RD’s
mechanisms and consequences, offering a theoretical framework for how RD accumulates and
contributes to employee burnout.

Core Theoretical Frameworks Explaining RD and Burnout
Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory

Hobfoll’s Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory (1989) explains that individuals strive to
acquire, retain, and protect valuable psychological resources —including social support, recognition,
and fairness. When these resources are threatened or depleted, individuals experience stress,
disengagement, and burnout. RD fits within COR Theory as it represents a loss of interpersonal
resources (trust, fairness, support). Recent extensions of COR Theory highlight how digital work
environments and remote job structures further exacerbate resource depletion, increasing RD
(Hobfoll et al., 2018; Savi¢, 2020).

Psychological Contract Theory (PCT)

Rousseau’s Psychological Contract Theory (1989) focuses on the unwritten expectations between
employees and employers. Breaches in these implicit contracts —such as lack of career development,
unfulfilled promises, or inadequate recognition—result in RD accumulation, lower motivation, and
higher burnout (Pate et al., 2003; Bal & de Lange, 2014). With the rise of the gig economy and remote
work, psychological contract breaches have increased, leading to higher employee dissatisfaction and
disengagement (Conway & Briner, 2012).

Equity Theory & Organisational Justice Theory (O]T)

Adams’ Equity Theory (1965) and Greenberg’s Organisational Justice Theory (1990) emphasise
fairness perceptions in the workplace. Employees compare their efforts and contributions to received
rewards (e.g., recognition, promotions, compensation). Employees who perceive inequity
accumulate RD, leading to stress and withdrawal.

Organisational justice is divided into:

Distributive justice — fairness in outcomes (e.g., pay, promotions).

Procedural justice — fairness in decision-making processes.

Interactional justice — fairness in interpersonal interactions.

Managerial transparency and fairness are crucial in reducing RD and preventing burnout
(Colquitt et al., 2015; Hofstede, 2001).

Social Identity Theory (SIT) and Workplace Belonging

Tajfel & Turner’s Social Identity Theory (1979) explains how employees’ self-worth is linked to
their workplace identity. When employees experience favouritism, social exclusion, or workplace
bias, their social identity is threatened, leading to higher RD accumulation and disengagement
(Gonzales-Morales et al., 2018). Remote work and hybrid teams challenge traditional workplace
identities, exacerbating social exclusion and RD (Paruzel et al., 2020).

Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Model and Workplace Stress

Demerouti & Bakker’s JD-R Model (2011) describes how job demands (e.g., workload, deadlines)
and job resources (e.g., support, autonomy, recognition) influence burnout. Employees with high RD
experience greater emotional exhaustion and are more susceptible to burnout due to perceived
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resource depletion (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Recent studies suggest that building personal
resilience can help mitigate RD’s impact (Xanthopoulou et al., 2013).

Emotional Labour Theory (ELT) and Unrecognised Effort

Hochschild’s Emotional Labour Theory (1983) explores the strain of suppressing emotions to
meet professional expectations. Employees who engage in high emotional labour (e.g., HR, customer
service, leadership) experience higher RD when their emotional effort is unacknowledged. Meta-
analyses confirm that unrecognised emotional labour significantly increases burnout risks (Grandey
et al., 2020; Brotheridge & Lee, 2002).

Integrating Theories: RD as a Self-Perpetuating Cycle

These frameworks collectively illustrate RD’s accumulation and burnout effects:

COR Theory explains RD as a resource depletion process.

PCT & Equity Theory describe how unmet expectations and workplace injustices accelerate RD.
SIT highlights social identity threats as RD amplifiers, particularly in remote work settings.
JD-R Model connects high RD to workplace stress and exhaustion.

ELT demonstrates how unrecognised emotional labour exacerbates RD.
The Mobius strip metaphor effectively captures RD’s cyclical nature—unresolved RD fuels
burnout, worsens workplace relationships, and furthers RD accumulation.

RD and Contemporary Workplace Trends
Remote Work & Digital Transformation

Workplace isolation increases RD accumulation, as reduced in-person interactions heighten
misunderstandings and social disconnection (Galanti et al., 2021). Leadership transparency and
proactive communication reduce RD in virtual work settings (Kniffin et al., 2021).

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) & RD

Bias and favouritism increase RD by amplifying workplace inequities (Rabelo & Cortina, 2014).
Psychological safety initiatives mitigate RD by creating an environment where employees feel valued
and respected (Edmondson, 2018).

Leadership Styles and RD Prevention

Transformational leadership (Breevaart & Bakker, 2017) reduces RD more effectively than
transactional leadership by fostering trust and open communication. Adaptive leadership (Heifetz et
al., 2009) emphasises flexibility and empowerment, helping prevent RD accumulation in high-
pressure environments.

3. Empirical Findings: Relationship Debt (RD) and Burnout

The Link Between RD and Burnout

Empirical research confirms that RD significantly predicts employee burnout, primarily through
unresolved workplace conflicts, unmet expectations, and perceived injustices. Employees burdened
by RD experience higher emotional exhaustion, reduced job satisfaction, and lower organisational
commitment, increasing stress and turnover risks (Colquitt et al., 2001; Maslach et al., 2001).

Workplace Justice and Emotional Exhaustion

Employees who perceive unfair treatment in promotions, workload distribution, or recognition
report higher emotional exhaustion and disengagement (Colquitt et al., 2015). A meta-analysis of 183
studies on organisational justice found that perceived injustices strongly predict workplace
resentment and burnout (Colquitt et al., 2015).
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Psychological Contract Breaches and Disengagement

Employees experiencing psychological contract breaches—where employer promises regarding
career growth, compensation, or work-life balance are unfulfilled —report higher burnout and lower
motivation (Pate et al., 2003; Bal & de Lange, 2014). A longitudinal study of 350 IT professionals found
that employees with frequent contract breaches were significantly more likely to experience
emotional exhaustion and job withdrawal (Pate et al., 2003).

High Job Demands and Low Resources (JD-R Model)

Burnout risk increases when job demands exceed available resources (support, recognition,
autonomy) (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). A study of 500 employees across multiple industries found
that those with higher RD levels (unreciprocated effort, unresolved conflicts) reported 33% more
burnout symptoms (Xanthopoulou et al., 2013).

Social Identity Threats and Workplace Exclusion

Perceived workplace bias and exclusion contribute to RD, increasing stress and disengagement
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Gonzales-Morales et al., 2018). In remote work settings, social exclusion has
been linked to a 50% rise in emotional exhaustion (Paruzel et al., 2020). A study of remote workers
found that those who felt socially excluded reported 50% higher emotional exhaustion (Paruzel et al.,
2020).

Emotional Labor and Unacknowledged Effort

Employees in high emotional labour roles (customer service, HR, leadership) who feel their
effort is unrecognised report higher stress and job cynicism (Grandey et al., 2020). A meta-analysis
found that unacknowledged emotional labour increases burnout risk by 60% (Brotheridge & Lee,
2002).

Long-Term Organisational Impact of RD

RD Increases Turnover Intentions

Burned-out employees are 3.4 times more likely to quit their jobs within two years (Maslach et
al,, 2001). A survey of 200 software developers found that those experiencing prolonged RD due to
managerial unfairness had a 45% higher turnover intention (Colquitt et al., 2015).

RD Weakens Team Cohesion and Collaboration

Teams with high levels of unresolved RD experience lower collaboration and increased
workplace stress (De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001). In high-pressure industries, employees with
accumulated RD participate less in knowledge-sharing, negatively impacting innovation and
productivity (Eisenberger et al., 1990).

RD and Leadership Effectiveness

Leaders who fail to address RD and workplace injustice experience higher employee
disengagement and lower team trust (Podsakoff et al., 2000). A survey of 150 managers found that
those who did not recognise employee contributions had teams with 30% higher burnout rates (Graen
& Uhl-Bien, 1995).

Remote Work, Digital Fatigue, and RD Accumulation

The COVID-19 pandemic amplified RD’s effects by reducing face-to-face interactions and
increasing workplace isolation.
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Remote workers with low managerial engagement reported 40% higher stress levels due to
inconsistent communication and lack of recognition (Kniffin et al., 2021). Employees experiencing
digital fatigue from excessive virtual meetings showed higher workplace tension and RD
accumulation (Xiao et al., 2021). Social exclusion in virtual teams led to heightened workplace
conflicts and disengagement, further exacerbating burnout risks (Galanti et al., 2021).

Summary of Key Findings and Future Research Needs

Key Findings
Study Key Finding Implication for RD & Burnout
Colquitt et al. Workplace injustice increases Fairness and recognition
(2001, 2015) emotional exhaustion reduce RD accumulation
Pate et al. (2003) Psychol.ogical contract Transparent communication
breaches increase burnout prevents RD
Bakker & High job demands & low Balancing workload reduces
Demerouti (2017) resources drive burnout RD
Gonzales-Morales Social identity threats Inclusive policies miticate RD
et al. (2018) increase burnout P &
Grandey et al. Unrecognised emotional Acknowledging emotional
(2020) labour increases stress labour reduces RD

Future Research Needs

1. Longitudinal Studies — More research is needed to track RD’s accumulation and long-term
burnout effects over time.

2. Diversity Considerations — Studies should explore how gender, age, and cultural factors
influence RD.

3. Intervention Testing — Experimental studies should evaluate which workplace strategies best
mitigate RD and burnout.

Final Thoughts

These empirical findings establish RD as a critical driver of burnout, reinforcing the urgent need
for proactive interventions. Future research should expand on RD measurement, long-term impacts,
and targeted interventions to reduce burnout risks and improve workplace well-being.

4. Discussion: Addressing Relationship Debt (RD) for Sustainable Workplace
Well-Being

Implications of RD on Workplace Dynamics
Enhancing Organisational Awareness and Psychological Safety

Recognising RD as a workplace phenomenon shifts the approach to burnout prevention,
emphasising relationship quality alongside job demands and resources (Maslach et al., 2001; Bakker
& Demerouti, 2017). Organisations can:

e Identify interpersonal strains early before they escalate into emotional exhaustion.
e  Foster psychological safety, allowing employees to address concerns without fear (Edmondson,

2018).

e  Strengthen trust and communication, reducing social exclusion and workplace conflicts.
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Strengthening Workplace Relationships and Reducing Turnover

RD erodes job satisfaction, teamwork, and commitment, contributing to higher turnover rates
(Colquitt et al., 2015; Demerouti et al., 2014). Proactive strategies to mitigate RD include:
e  Conlflict resolution training to prevent long-term resentment.
e  Fair and transparent performance evaluations to ensure recognition equity.
e  Managerial accountability and open communication to maintain engagement.

Leadership’s Role in RD Prevention

Leaders set the tone for workplace fairness and emotional reciprocity (Podsakoff et al., 2000).
Effective RD-reducing leadership practices include:
e  Encouraging early conflict resolution to prevent unresolved tensions.
e  Providing fair and consistent recognition, addressing equity concerns (Eisenberger et al., 1990).
e  Developing inclusive leadership styles ensures all employees feel valued (Gonzales-Morales et
al., 2018).
Lapidot et al. (2007) found that employees who perceived leadership fairness reported lower
burnout symptoms and greater engagement.

RD Challenges in Remote and Hybrid Work

Digital work environments amplify RD risks as employees struggle with communication gaps
and a lack of informal interactions (Kniffin et al., 2021). Studies indicate:
e  Remote workers with low managerial engagement experience 40% higher stress levels (Galanti
et al., 2021).
e  Virtual team members facing exclusion show reduced motivation and productivity (Paruzel et
al., 2020).
To combat digital RD accumulation, organisations should:
e Implement structured virtual team-building initiatives.
Conduct frequent one-on-one check-ins to address workplace tensions proactively.
Establish clear policies on recognition and feedback to prevent perceptions of unfair treatment
in remote settings.

Developing Interventions for RD Reduction
Satire-Infused Social Learning (SISL) Intervention

To address RD accumulation, burnout, and workplace disconnection, this study introduces a
preliminary intervention model, the Satire-Infused Social Learning (SISL) approach:
e  Gamified conflict resolution workshops for approachable, engaging training.
e  Humor-based learning modules to reduce tension in addressing RD-related issues.
e Interactive simulations where employees navigate workplace conflicts to strengthen
communication and equity awareness.
Research on gamified learning and workplace psychology suggests that engaging,
psychologically safe interventions improve the retention and application of conflict resolution skills
(Dicheva & Dichev, 2015; Palmer-Garden & Rivera, 2022).

Next Steps for RD Research and Application

To validate and refine RD-focused interventions, future research should:
e Develop an RD measurement tool to assess its impact on burnout.
Conduct experimental studies on the SISL intervention’s effectiveness.
Explore RD variations across different industries, leadership styles, and cultural settings.

Conclusion: Moving Beyond Traditional Burnout Models


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202501.2279.v1

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 31 January 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202501.2279.v1

8 of 11

Addressing RD is not just a burnout prevention measure but a strategy for long-term
organisational resilience.

Key Takeaways

RD fuels burnout and disengagement, making early intervention essential.
Leadership and workplace fairness significantly impact RD accumulation.
Structured interventions can improve employee well-being and workplace culture.

Shifting from reactive burnout management to proactive RD mitigation enables organisations to
foster healthier, more sustainable work environments.

5. Conclusion: Advancing Workplace Strategies for RD Prevention
Summary of Key Findings

This study positions Relationship Debt (RD) as a significant yet underexplored factor in
workplace burnout. Key findings include:

e RD stems from unresolved interpersonal conflicts, unmet expectations, and workplace
injustices, contributing to higher emotional exhaustion and turnover risks (Colquitt et al., 2001;
Maslach et al., 2001).

e RDis closely linked to psychological contract breaches, emotional labour, and workplace equity
concerns, impacting motivation and job satisfaction (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Rousseau,
1989).

e Leadership plays a central role in RD accumulation or prevention—transparent, inclusive
leaders reduce RD and strengthen engagement (Podsakoff et al., 2000).

e Remote and hybrid work environments exacerbate RD, requiring targeted communication
strategies and virtual leadership adaptations (Kniffin et al., 2021).

e Interventions like the SISL model offer promising approaches to RD reduction, leveraging
humour and gamified learning for conflict resolution.

The Significance of RD as a Workplace Concept
Traditional burnout prevention focuses on workload and job demands but ignores the
accumulated toll of unresolved interpersonal tensions. RD research fills this critical gap, offering:

e A measurable framework to assess interpersonal workplace strain.

e New insights into burnout causation, emphasising social reciprocity, fairness, and emotional
support.

e A leadership and engagement-focused approach to reducing employee disengagement.

By integrating RD into organisational well-being strategies, companies can prevent burnout
before it escalates, fostering a more resilient, productive workforce.

Future Research and Organisational Applications

To advance RD theory and practice, future research should Develop standardised RD
assessment tools to track long-term effects. Examine RD across diverse work environments, including
remote teams and high-stress industries. Test and refine RD-reducing interventions, particularly in
leadership development programs.

Practical Implications for Organisations

Organisations must Prioritise leadership transparency and fairness to reduce RD accumulation.
Establish open communication channels to address workplace conflicts proactively. Create
psychologically safe environments where employees feel valued and supported. Implement
structured interventions —such as mentorship programs, team-building initiatives, and humor-based
conflict resolution models. By acknowledging and addressing RD, organisations can cultivate a
healthier, more resilient workforce, reducing burnout and enhancing long-term success.
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Final Thought: The Future of RD in Organisational Psychology

Relationship Debt is a workplace reality that must be acknowledged. Moving beyond traditional
burnout models, this research presents a new workplace well-being paradigm focusing on
interpersonal equity, trust, and long-term organisational sustainability. Organisations integrating RD
awareness and interventions will be better positioned to support employees, improve retention, and
foster workplace resilience in an evolving professional landscape.
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