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I. Abstract  

 

The main aim of this thesis is to investigate the processes of the psychological contract 

during organisational socialisation.  

 

Research on psychological contract tends to focus more on the content and breach of the 

contract. Very little is known about the formative stages of the contract. Very little 

attention has also been given to investigating the psychological contract together with 

organisational socialisation. Linking the two research areas would further our 

understanding of both the dynamic nature of the psychological contract. This is 

achieved by investigating the temporal changes of the psychological contract of new 

employees, pre-entry up to six months post entry into employment. The research also 

investigates the psychological contract from the employer‘s perspective. It utilises 

Weick‘s (1995) sensemaking properties as a methodological framework to better 

understand these processes. Consistent with the research aim and objectives and social 

constructionism, a qualitative methodology was adopted. The research used in-depth 

semi structured interviews to collect data supplemented with sitting in during 

recruitment interviews in one of the organisations, and data were analysed using 

template analysis. Periodic interviews were carried out every four to six months post 

entry. The research consists of two organisations, where each provided two groups for 

analysis.  

The findings show that after entry into the organisation, the psychological contract 

changes in a variety of ways influenced by socialisation into the organisation. A model 

based on the findings is presented and discussed in the discussion chapter. The research 

also makes a contribution (methodology) by adopting the sensemaking framework.  
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1 INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS 

 

This chapter provides the research aim and objectives of the study, together with the 

rationale for linking the study of the psychological contract with organisational 

socialisation. A brief presentation of the epistemological and methodological approach 

is included followed by an outline of the thesis chapters.  

 

1.1 Research aims and objectives 

 

The aim of the research is to investigate the temporal changes of the psychological 

contract during organisational socialisation. The research aim partly arose after making 

an observation that the formative processes of contract formation were relatively under 

researched. Empirical research concentrates on interpretations of the content and breach 

of the psychological contract and pays little attention to its processes.  How employees 

make-sense of the psychological contract during its formation remains uncharted. The 

sensemaking of the psychological contract provides the framework to investigate both 

content and processes of contracting. Literature acknowledges that the psychological 

contract, which manifests as a process, is not researched as a process (Conway and 

Briner, 2005). Prior research concentrates on survey questionnaires which provide a 

snap shot of the contract at one point in time sometimes losing the context in which the 

contract was formulated. Therefore, while the psychological contract is presumed to be 

dynamic and on-going, very little is known empirically about how the psychological 

contract changes after its formulation. This gap in understanding and exploration of the 

contract‘s processes provided the basis for the current research.  
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This research seeks to address the following research objectives: 

 To track empirically changes in psychological contract of newcomers.  

 To investigate the employer‘s perspective of the psychological contract. 

 To investigate psychological contract as an on-going process taking place 

during the socialisation of newcomers.  

 To demonstrate the process of sensemaking as an on going and iterative 

process.  

 To synthesise the two literatures which have been researched separately. 

After presenting the research aims and objectives of the study, the reasons for studying 

the psychological contract are considered next. 

 

1.2 Why study the psychological contract 

 

The presumed changing nature of the employment relationship brought about by both 

organisational (restructuring, downsizing, mergers etc.) and new economic 

circumstances has prompted an interest in a variety of constructs in an attempt to 

understand the complexities and dynamics characterising the employee-employer 

relationship (Arnold, 1996; Herriot et al., 1997; Roehling, 1997; Millward and 

Brewerton, 2000). For instance, current rhetoric suggests that trends characterised by an 

increase in short-term employment contracts and loss of job security have resulted in the 

redefining of career expectations as well as the nature of employment relationships 

(Millward and Brewerton, 1999; Grimmer and Oddy, 2007). A number of scholars 

suggest that the old contract of loyalty in exchange for security has been replaced by 

restructuring of organisations where there is loss of job security. The development of a 

‗new deal‘ is suggested whereby employees have ceased to receive secure employment 

in return for their loyalty. Employees are simply offered a job in exchange for hard 
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work and skills‘ flexibility (Arnold, 1996; Hendry and Jenkins, 1997; Millward and 

Brewerton, 1999; Atkinson, 2002; Beaumont and Harris, 2002). The impact of the new 

deal has however been found to have little impact on small businesses  whose mode of 

operation is different from that of large organisations (Nadin and Cassell, 2004). 

 

To understand these complexities and dynamics characterising the employment 

relationship, the psychological contract and organisational socialisation are amongst the 

constructs used by researchers. Both are viewed as relevant to explaining important 

attitudes and behaviours like commitment, job satisfaction, turnover and loyalty 

(Robinson and Morrison, 1997; Turnley and Feldman, 1999; Millward and Brewerton, 

2000; Taylor and Tekleab, 2004; Conway and Briner, 2005). The changes in the 

employment relationship have added momentum to the study of the psychological 

contract (Guest, 1998a; Millward and Brewerton, 2000; Maguire, 2002). The 

implications and nature of the psychological contract have become a major research 

focus.  While a lot of research has been done on the content and breach of the 

psychological contract (Herriot et al., 1997), very little is known about its formative 

stages. In order to explore these stages as well as a relationship between psychological 

contract formation and organisational socialisation, it is important to conduct research 

with individuals who are newly appointed to the organisation. This is briefly discussed 

next.  

 

1.3 Why concentrate on newcomers?  

To investigate the formation and dynamic nature of the psychological contract during 

organisational socialisation, it became imperative to concentrate the current research on 

the perceptions of newcomers. It provided the opportunity to observe the process of 
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psychological contracting and the dynamic nature of the construct over a period of time 

covering both the anticipatory and encounter stages of organisational socialisation.  

 

Given that the study also intends to investigate the employer‘s perceptions, the role of 

the employer in this study is considered below.  

 

1.4 Role of the employer 

Since the revival of the psychological contract, which has been reconceptualised as an 

individual phenomenon, a considerable amount of empirical research has been 

generated on the employee‘s perceptions of the exchange (e.g. Rousseau and Anton, 

1991; Conway and Briner, 2002a; Johnson and O'leary-Kelly, 2003; Thomas et al., 

2003; Deery et al., 2004; Sturges et al., 2005). Despite the growing body of research 

which examines the employee‘s perceptions, the literature is very thin on the 

employer‘s (Morrison and Robinson, 2004; Conway and Briner, 2005). A few scholars 

(e.g. Guest and Conway, 2002 ; Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler, 2003; Lester et al., 2006) 

have looked at the employer‘s perspective. The current study seeks to contribute to 

psychological contract theory by examining the temporal changes of the psychological 

contract and how they materialise. Two organisations are considered, whereby one of 

them involves both parties engaged in the exchange agreement. It explores both parties‘ 

(employer and employee) views of their reciprocal obligations, i.e. their perceived 

obligations to the other party and their perceptions of the other party‘s obligations 

towards them. However, it does not seek to examine the level of agreement or 

disagreement between the two parties in terms of their reciprocal obligations given that 

the psychological contract is subjective in nature to begin with (Rousseau, 1995; Herriot 

and Pemberton, 1997). Prior research has shown that employers and employees are 
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more likely than not to perceive the components of the exchange agreement differently 

from one another. Lester et al. (2002) have demonstrated this where supervisor and 

subordinate perceptions were found to differ on their reciprocal obligations.  

 

With the role of the employer addressed above, it is very important to have a brief 

discussion about who represents the organisation in this study.  

 

1.4.1 Who represents the organisation? 

 

The theory of psychological contracts (made up of several different and contested 

theories e.g. agency, equity and social exchange theories) states that organisations have 

multiple contract makers who may represent the employer‘s view of the psychological 

contract (Rousseau, 1995; Purvis and Cropley, 2003; Conway and Briner, 2005). For 

instance, top management communicates the organisation‘s mission which may contain 

the reciprocal obligations owed by both parties. As communication from top 

management refers to employees in general, Tekleab and Taylor (2003) argue that they 

do not state each respective employee‘s obligations and contributions. They focused on 

immediate supervisors as agents representing the organisation in investigating both 

parties‘ level of agreement on the reciprocal obligations of the psychological contract. 

The study was conducted in a state university which was undergoing a major change in 

its performance management system. Shore and Tetrick (1994) also suggests that the 

managers are more likely to be viewed by employees as chief agents for establishing 

and maintaining the psychological contract. Therefore, immediate supervisors and one 

of the managers have been chosen as representatives of the employer in one of the 

organisations where the employer‘s perspective is investigated as they interact more 

with cleaners than anybody else. 
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Bearing in mind the research aims and objectives, it is important to explain why the two 

bodies of literatures are combined in this study.  

 

1.5 Why link psychological contract to organisational socialisation? 

Beliefs on expectations, obligations and promises have been found to develop before 

first contact with the organisation (Louis, 1980; Conway and Briner, 2005). For instance, 

as employees read employment advertisements, these state the terms of the exchange 

relationship in an employment (Louis, 1980; Rafaeli, 2006). These have also been found 

to develop during interview and selection. In the study of contract formation between 

nannies and their employers, expectations and promises were found to be created during 

the interview and selection process (Purvis and Cropley, 2003). These expectations, 

obligations and promises will later serve as frame of reference for sensemaking at the 

encounter stage of organisational socialisation.  Research has shown that during the first 

months of organisational entry, known as the encounter stage, such sensemaking 

activities are highly salient during the period of organisational socialisation (Louis, 

1980) alongside the development of the psychological contract. However, as yet, little is 

understood about these formative stages of psychological contracting and, vice versa, 

little is known about how organisational socialisation processes influence the formation 

and changing nature of cognitive schemas about employee expectations.  

 

Given that sensemaking activities are highly salient during the first few months of 

organisational entry, exploring the formation of the psychological contract during the 

different periods of organisational socialisation, using a sensemaking perspective, has 

the potential to make valuable contributions to both bodies of literature on the processes 
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of the psychological contract which very little is known about. The investigation of the 

contract in this study takes place in the education sector. Organisational contexts will be 

addressed in the research methodology chapter. 

 

Now that an explanation has been given on why the two bodies are investigated together, 

the following section illustrates the relevance of sensemaking in this study. 

 

1.6 Sensemaking as a methodological framework 

The period of organisational entry is characterised by newcomers‘ sensemaking in order 

to understand, interpret and respond to their environment (Forgarty and Dirsmith, 2001). 

Sensemaking is a cognitive process people employ in an organisational setting to cope 

with surprise and novelty (Louis, 1980; Weick, 1995). It helps newcomers bring their 

expectations into line with reality, which aid in reducing feelings of unmet expectations 

or promises (Louis, 1980; De Vos et al., 2003). Sensemaking is triggered when 

individuals encounter surprise, shock or a discrepancy between what they perceive to 

have happened and what they had expected to happen as occurs in instances of 

psychological contract breach (Louis, 1980; Weick, 1995; Timothy and Dirsmith, 2001; 

Conway and Briner, 2005). Sensemaking also takes place when expectations, 

obligations and promises are fulfilled. Embracing the sensemaking perspective can 

facilitate the comprehension of the formation and dynamic nature of the psychological 

contracts during anticipatory and encounter stages of organisational socialisation.  

 

Next, the epistemological approach adopted in this study is briefly explained.  
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1.7 Epistemological methodological approach 

A social constructionist epistemological approach is adopted where the focus is on 

knowledge creation through the social practices engaged in by people and their 

interactions with others (i.e. the interactive processes that take place between people).  

These social processes are captured using semi-structured interviews to produce a rich 

image of the phenomena under study within their context. This is complemented by the 

use of template analysis, a technique consistent with the epistemological stance adopted. 

Social constructionism is discussed in details in the research methodology chapter.  

 

1.8 Contribution of the thesis 

Prior research in the psychological contract tends to focus on content and breach of the 

contract paying little attention to the contract‘s formative stages. This thesis contributes 

to the theory of the psychological contract by exploring longitudinally the temporal 

changes of the psychological contract during organisational socialisation. It explores 

both the formative stages of the psychological contract pre and post-entry into the 

organisation up to six months. Given that sensemaking activities are highly salient 

during the first few months of organisational entry (Louis, 1980), exploring the 

formation of the psychological contract pre and post entry provides valuable 

information on the processes of the psychological contract.  

 

1.9 Outline of the thesis chapters 

Having given a synopsis of what the study is about, it is appropriate to provide brief 

summaries of the contents of each chapter. 

 



Page | 18 

 

1.9.1 Chapter 2 Summary  

This chapter looks at a review of genealogy of the psychological contract. It begins with 

the history of the psychological contract and considers the different ways in which 

Rousseau (1989)  influenced the way in which it was researched. The chapter considers 

the implications of the re-conceptualisation of the contract from bipolar to individual 

perspective; expectations to promises; needs to perceptions. The chapter also discusses 

the contract makers, taking into consideration the agency problems associated with the 

theory of psychological contracting, before looking at distinctions between transactional 

and relational contracts. A case is made, based on existing literature, that while one 

might assume a clear demarcation between the two types of contract (relational vs. 

transactional), the exchange is more complex than that. The chapter then looks at breach 

and violation of the psychological contract and concludes with issues surrounding 

unmet expectations, inequity and breach of the psychological contract. 

 

1.9.2 Chapter 3 Summary 

This gives a review of organisational socialisation in line with current research. It starts 

by looking at a newcomer‘s adjustments during the different stages of organisational 

socialisation. It then considers tactics used by employees and those used by the 

employer to socialise employees post-entry into the organisation before looking at 

outcomes of organisational socialisation. The chapter concludes by looking at the 

similarities between organisational socialisation and the psychological contract and 

explains why the latter is investigated as a process taking place during organisational 

socialisation.  
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1.9.3 Chapter 4 Summary 

The chapter looks at Weick‘s (1995) sensemaking model as a conceptual framework. 

Instances where sensemaking is likely to take place are given before looking at the 

seven properties of sensemaking in turn. A demonstration of how psychological 

contract and organisation socialisation fit in the sensemaking model is presented to offer 

a new way of conceptualising the psychological contract. While Weick‘s (1995) 

sensemaking properties are similar to some of the characteristics of the psychological 

contract, little consideration has been given to use the model empirically in 

investigating the psychological contract. Conway and Briner (2005) however  give an 

interesting theoretical illustration of how the model can be used to investigate breach.   

1.9.4 Chapter 5 Summary 

This chapter examines social constructionism as the epistemological position in the 

current study. An explanation is given on how the chosen position influences current 

research. Also covered are the research process and research design adopted in the study 

(i.e interviews, longitudinal research). The chapter also gives a brief explanation of 

operational terms as they apply to the current research. Two organisations and the 

sample are discussed, before explaining ethical considerations that guided the current 

research.  

1.9.5 Chapter 6 Summary 

The chapter begins with a brief discussion the controversy of qualitative methods, and 

explains why current research is qualitative in nature. Template analysis, the method 

implemented in current study, is explained with considerable emphasis on how it was 

used in the study. The role of sensemaking in data analysis is also discussed.  
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1.9.6 Chapter 7 Summary 

This chapter presents the findings of the research and is divided into three sections. 

Section A presents biographic information of interviewees in their groups. Section B 

illustrates how the properties of sensemaking of sensemaking can be found in collected 

data. Section C presents findings on the content and temporal changes of the 

psychological contract. 

 

1.9.7 Chapter 8 Summary 

The chapter commences with a brief discussion of prior research on the psychological 

contract to provide a rationale for the current research.  The chapter then considers 

theoretical implications of the study. The two literatures are combined to offer a detailed 

discussion of the finding in accordance with extant research. A model is designed to 

show the blending of psychological contract with sensemaking and socialisation.  

 

1.9.8 Chapter 9 Summary 

Given that much research on the psychological contract tend to use survey-based 

designs, this chapter discusses methodology reflections explaining the strength of the 

chosen methods over surveys, and how they are more appropriate to achieving the 

research aims and purpose. Critique of the research undertaken is also presented as well 

as a contribution to organisational socialisation and sensemaking literatures. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW OF PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT   

 

Introduction 

The following discussion will show that the psychological contract has been 

conceptualised in a variety of ways which have both theoretical and practical 

implications not only for the current research but also for research on the construct in 

general. The conceptualisation of the psychological contract can be traced through its 

history which comprises two phases: pre and post Rousseau‘s (1989) re-

conceptualisation. The following section starts with a brief introduction of the history of 

the construct, how it was defined and theorised and the implications surrounding its re-

conceptualisation. The review then explores research on psychological contract 

formation and the content of the psychological contract, before presenting a review of 

the literature on contract breach and violation. It concludes by looking at similarities 

between unmet expectations, inequity and breach. 

 

2.1 History of Psychological Contract 

The history of psychological contract covers two periods, before Rousseau‘s (1989) re-

conceptualisation of the contract and after. Rousseau‘s (1989) re-conceptualisation not 

only changed the definition of psychological contract but also influenced the way it was 

researched (Millward and Brewerton, 2000; Conway and Briner, 2005). 

 

2.1.1 Early definitions and theorisation of psychological contract:  

The literature on the psychological contract has expanded considerably since the 1990‘s 

under the influence of Rousseau (Rousseau, 1989; Rousseau, 1990; Rousseau and 

Anton, 1991; Rousseau, 1995). However, the construct can be traced back to preceding 

works within social exchange theory (Argyris, 1960; Kotter, 1973).  
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The term psychological contract is derived from psychoanalysis, introduced by 

Menninger (1958) as ‗psychological work contract‘. In its psychoanalysis state, this was 

defined as both an explicit and unspoken interpersonal exchange between the patient 

and the psychotherapist. Menninger (1958) found that their behaviour was influenced 

by both conscious and unconscious behaviours. In this patient/psychotherapist 

relationship, the physician promises to identify the best way to help his/her patient 

based on the patient‘s history of illness and the examinations he/she is going to carry 

out. The patient on the other hand promises to undergo the recommended tests and 

answer the questions asked by the therapist. The survival of the relationship was 

presumed to depend on whether the needs of both parties were met in a reciprocal way 

and discontinued when the patient decided he/she did not need the psychotherapist any 

more. It is interesting to observe that Menninger‘s (1958) definition has had very little 

influence on the psychological contract compared to other scholars discussed below, 

probably because scholars identified more with March and Simon‘s (1958) inducement 

model than they did with Menninger‘s work. Arguably, Menninger‘s (1958) definition 

was probably considered a more clinical psychology construct with other scholars 

definitions considered more suitable to the employment relationship.  

 

An inducement-contribution model was proposed by March and Simon (1958). Their 

model states that employees are offered a variety of material and non-material 

incentives in return for good behaviour during tenure and agreeing that they would 

accept instructions from the organisation. The basic assumption is that contractual 

obligations exist between the employee and the employer, some of which are implicit. 

The model argues that continual participation depends on whether employees perceived 
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the inducements offered by the employer as equal to or exceeding the contributions 

made by the employees. Where this was the case, equilibrium was assumed. March and 

Simon (1958) defined the exchange of contributions for inducement in terms of both an 

explicit and implicit term of the contract. The inducement contribution model developed 

by March and Simon (1958) was an extension to Barnard‘s (1938) theory of equilibrium 

which details the nature of the exchange agreement that influences an employee to 

become part of the employment relationship.  

 

Argyris (1960) defines the psychological contract as an implicit agreement between 

employees and their foreman. He urges that needs are central to psychological contracts. 

He states that individuals have needs, which force them to seek interpersonal 

relationships with other parties. The individual and the second party involved would 

then behave in ways to fulfil the needs of the other party. In his study, Argyris (1960) 

found that if the organisation respected the needs of the employees, the employees 

would also respect the needs and goals of the organisation. For instance, where the 

foremen guaranteed and respected the norms and informal culture of the employees, 

even if they did not approve of them, the employees would maintain high production 

and low grievances. According to Argyris (1960), employees were likely to perform 

better if their needs were met.  

 

Other important contributors to psychological contract in the early period of its 

conceptualisation are Levinson et al. (1962) who also define the construct in terms of  

expectations. In their study, they defined psychological contracts as: 

‘‘A series of mutual expectations to which the parties to the relationship may not 

themselves be dimly aware but which nonetheless govern their relationship to 

each other.’’ (Levinson et al., 1962)  
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Where the organisation fails to meet the needs of the employee, or vice versa, the 

employment relationship is compromised.  

 

Kotter (1973) also defines the psychological contract as: 

―an implicit exchange agreement between an individual and his organisation 

which specifies what each expects to give and receive from each other in their 

relationship” (Kotter, 1973:12) 

 

Kotter (1973) states that an individual has certain expectations about what he expects to 

receive as inducements from his employer, as well as what he expects to contribute. The 

inducements the employees expect include advancement opportunities, salary, status 

and a challenging job. In return, the employee expects to be committed, loyal, provide 

supervisory and technical skills. The organisation also has expectations about employee 

contributions and what the organisation expects to exchange in return (Kotter, 1973). 

The psychological contract in Kotter‘s case is perceived from the point of view of the 

two parties involved in the employment relationship. This bi-polar dimension of the 

psychological contract has been overlooked by most contemporary researchers since 

Rousseau‘s (1989) re-conceptualisation of the contract. In his study, Kotter (1973) 

matched employee contributions to inducements they received from the employer. The 

more reasonable a match between the two, the more satisfied and productive the 

employees were.  

 

Schein (1965; 1970; 1980) define the psychological contract as a set of unwritten 

reciprocal expectations between an individual employee and the organisation. The 

author states that both parties have expectations, which are both implicit and explicit, 

regarding the other party. These include the amount of work the individual employee is 

expected to do, pay, rights, privileges and obligations between the parties in the 
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employment relationship. An example given by Schein (1970) illustrating the point is 

that after working for the organisation for a long time, the employee would expect the 

organisation not to fire him. At the same time, the employer would expect the employee 

not to share company secrets with its competitors or ruin its image. Although these 

expectations are not written into a formal agreement, Schein (1970) states that they are 

obligatory. According to Schein (1965) employees match inducements offered by the 

organisation to their contributions. Employees would work effectively, be loyal and 

committed to the needs and goals of the organisation if they perceived a reasonable 

match between inducements received from the organisation and their contributions.  

 

These authors conceptualise the psychological contract in terms of both implicit and 

explicit expectations of the two parties involved in the employment relationship where 

inducements and contributions are compared to determine if the employment 

relationship was beneficial. Traditionally, the psychological contract was also 

conceptualised around need, both the organisations and the employees. Individuals were 

presumed to forge their expectations from their inner ‗needs‘, what they had leant from 

others, their past experience etc. (Schein, 1965; 1970). The conceptualisation changed 

following contemporary definitions as explained below. 

 

2.1.2 Contemporary definitions and implications 

Rousseau (1989) brought about a transition in the way the concept was defined and 

theorised by its earlier researchers, redefining the psychological contract as follows: 

‘‘The term psychological contract refers to an individual’s belief regarding the 

terms and conditions of a reciprocal exchange agreement between the focal 

person and another party. Key issues here include the belief that a promise has 

been made and a consideration offered in exchange for it, binding the parties to 

some set of reciprocal obligations.’’ (Rousseau, 1989) quoted by (Conway and 

Briner, 2005:22) 
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Ownership of the construct shifted from two parties in the employment relationship to 

sole ownership by the individual (Guest, 1998a; Cullinane and Dundon, 2006). 

According to Rousseau (1989), it is not clear if organisations have psychological 

contracts, hence the move from dual to solo interpretation. This change in theory 

influenced organisational researchers (such as Rousseau and Greller, 1994; Shore and 

Tetrick, 1994; Robinson, 1996; Turnley and Feldman, 2000; Johnson and O'leary-Kelly, 

2003; Sutton and Griffin, 2004; Lester et al., 2006) who also define the construct in 

terms of individual beliefs.   

 

Pivotal to Rousseau‘s (1989) conceptualisation is the notion of ‗beliefs‘, where the 

psychological contract is characterised by beliefs pertaining to reciprocal obligations 

owed by each party. While the psychological contract was initially understood in terms 

of ‗expectations‘ during its early conception, this shifted to beliefs of ‗promises‘ based 

on the fact that beliefs of expectations do not have an obligatory nature attached to them 

binding the two parties together, while beliefs of promises do.  

 

Other researchers have preferred to define the psychological contract as obligations. For 

instance, Morrison and Robinson (1997) define the construct as an employee‘s beliefs 

about the reciprocal obligations that exist between the employee and his or her 

organisation. Herriot and Pemberton (1997) also define the contract the same way: 

‘‘The perceptions of both parties to the employment relationship, organization 

and individual, of the obligations implied in the relationship. Psychological 

contracting is the process whereby these perceptions are arrived at.’’(Herriot 

and Pemberton, 1997:45) 
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The psychological contract has thus over the years been investigated by researchers 

defining it in terms of the three beliefs of expectations, obligations and promises 

interchangeably. This has the following implications for research on psychological 

contract. 

 

2.1.3 Implications of the three beliefs of expectations, obligations and promises  

The dilemma in carrying out research within this field is which of these definitions is 

relevant to the psychological contract theory. As observed by Guest (1998a)  in 

comparing expectations, promises and obligations, these imply different level of 

psychological engagement. Failure to meet expectations is of a different order than 

failure to meet obligations or failure to meet promises. Guest (1998a) argues that 

including all three beliefs as part on the psychological contract would create the 

problem of fragility and lack of substance. A number of studies tend to maintain the 

focus on promises (Robinson and Rousseau, 1994; Robinson and Morrison, 1995; 

Rousseau, 1995; Turnley and Feldman, 1999; Conway and Briner, 2005)  as they are 

seen to be more contractual, while expectations and obligations are assumed to have a 

more general meaning (Conway and Briner, 2005). The latter made an attempt to 

distinguish between the three beliefs as follows   

‘‘...an expectation is a more general belief about whether something will or 

should happen or not whereas a promise is a much more specific belief about 

what will happen, when it will happen and why it will happen ... and in a similar 

way to expectations, only obligations arising from implicit or explicit promises 

are part of psychological contracts.’’ (Conway and Briner, 2005:25) 

 

In essence anything else emanating from elsewhere, such as from moral obligations or 

relationships pre-dating current employment are not considered as part of the 

psychological contract (Conway and Briner, 2005). Where beliefs are not promised by 

the organisation, for instance if an employee believes the organisation is obligated to 
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provide the tools for the job based on previous employment experiences, this is not 

considered part of the psychological contract.  

 

However, separating expectations, obligations and promises has proved to be 

problematic in reality. While the definitions of the expectations, obligations and 

promises are important, they are not clearly elaborated or discussed in the literature on 

psychological contracts. This has seen contemporary scholars adopting expectations 

instead of promises (Herriot and Pemberton, 1997; Schalk and Anderson, 1998), and 

some researchers defining the construct in terms of promises (Rousseau and Anton, 

1991; Robinson and Rousseau, 1994). This dilemma may result from the fact that 

research has not established at what point an expectation becomes an obligation, and at 

what point an obligation becomes a promise. Therefore separating them is a problem. 

 

Guest (1998a) points out that focusing on promises may be irrelevant to certain 

populations such as in short-term contracts, but such a population still has a 

psychological contract. Thus restricting the definition to promises which are presumed 

to have been made by each party leaves out other important factors which have an 

impact on the psychological contract. Focusing the definition on promises also presents 

another complication regarding what implicit promises are given that psychological 

contracts are presumed to be made largely of implicit promises.  

 

2.1.3.1 What are implicit promises? 

The above problem of narrowing down of the definition to include promises only is 

compounded further by what is meant by implicit promises. The psychological contract 

is thought to be made largely by implicit promises (Rousseau, 1995; Arnold, 1996; 
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Guest, 1998a; Conway and Briner, 2005). These are formed from interpretations of 

patterns of past experiences with the employer, witnessing other people‘s experiences, 

and inferences from explicit promises (Rousseau, 1995; Guest, 1998a). As Arnold 

(1996) and Guest (1998a) noted, this makes it the more difficult to distinguish between 

implicit promises that are part of the psychological contract and implicit promises 

arising from hunches, expectations and desires that individuals may harbour. Thus 

differentiating between expectations, obligations and promises may not be as simple as 

theoretically assumed. Also, the implicit nature of exchange-based promises makes 

them hard to identify (Guest, 1998a; Guest, 1998b; Nadin, 2003).  

 

Explicit promises on the other hand can easily be identified. This has resulted in Herriot 

and Pemberton‘s (1997) suggestion that to better manage the psychological contract, 

beliefs of promises be made explicit through negotiations between the employer and the 

employee to reach agreements about the items in the contract. In essence, this does not 

mean managing implicit promises but rather managing them by making them explicit. 

However implicit promises are inferred from a wide array of information. Conway and 

Briner (2005) note that while it is clear that several factors shape implicit promises, it is 

less clear what those factors are and how such inferences are made. Therefore it is 

difficult to determine how such factors could be managed. Secondly, research shows 

that while some scholars suggest making implicit promises explicit by clear 

communication, some organisations (e.g. small businesses) may prefer the flexibility 

and ambiguity accorded by such implicit promises (Nadin and Cassell, 2007). This 

suggests that flexibility is desirable as one can expect more from the other party. 
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2.1.3.2 Mutuality 

The re-conceptualisation of the construct as an individual phenomenon affects the level 

of mutuality. Mutuality in essence asserts that both sides perceive the existence of a 

contract, even if they may have different beliefs about the terms of the psychological 

contract. Early works saw both the employee and the employer with a shared 

understanding of the psychological contract. Argyris (1960), for instance, argued in his 

study of a manufacturing plant that managers knowingly overlooked certain deviant 

behaviours provided employees were broadly compliant with the wishes of the 

organisation. This implies the involvement of the views of both the individual and the 

employer, and a different level of mutuality. Rousseau‘s (1990; 1995; 2001) definition 

also implies mutuality but in this case at an individual level. As an individual 

phenomenon mutuality exists as an individual‘s perception that a common 

understanding binds the parties involved in the exchange.  

 

Another dilemma, not necessarily originating from the re-conceptualisation of the 

contract, involves the distinction between the employment contract and the 

psychological contract. Psychological contract researchers acknowledge the difference 

between them, where an employment contract explicitly states the terms of the 

exchange agreement between the employer and the employee. Given that both explicit 

(some of which are stated in the employment contract) and implicit exchanges are part 

of the psychological contract, literature does not show at what point an employment 

contract ceases to be just that (employment contract), for the exchange to be considered 

part on the psychological contract.  
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The central theme is that researchers should take note of the different conceptualisations 

used in the literature, since the psychological contract is not based on a common 

understanding. Any definition used has significant implications for any study of 

psychological contract and contract violation. The current research therefore takes on 

board the following definition of the psychological contract: 

 

‘‘An employee’s beliefs about the reciprocal obligations between that employee 

and his or her organisation, where these obligations are based on perceived 

promises and are not necessarily recognised by agents of the organisation.’’ 

(Morrison and Robinson, 1997:229) 

 

This definition of the psychological contract is chosen over others because it focuses on 

reciprocal obligations instead of promises or expectations. Expectations are presumed to 

be a more general belief about whether something will happen and are therefore not 

considered obligatory (Conway and Briner, 2005). They are therefore considered by 

some as not a part of the psychological contract. Promises on the other hand may be 

hard to identify in reality given their implicit nature. Adopting a strict promise-based 

definition may also leave out other important factors equally important in the 

formulation and evaluation of the psychological contract. 

 

Having reviewed the definitions of the psychological contract and implications 

emerging from its re-conceptualisation, psychological contract formation is considered 

next. 

 

2.2 Psychological Contract Formation 

Central to the theory of the psychological contract is social exchange theory which 

conceives that social relationships involve both economic and social exchanges (Blau, 
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1964). Consistent with that theory, the context on the psychological contract is that 

employees feel obligated and indebted to reciprocate when they receive benefits from 

their employer. The norm of reciprocity necessitates that what is given in return be 

roughly similar to that which is received to create fulfilment and continuity of the 

relationship (Blau, 1964). The theory predicts that what an employee receives from the 

organisation will be returned in kind (Conway and Briner, 2005).  

 

Although the psychological contract has attracted much research, the processes of 

psychological contract formation remains empirically undeveloped. A lot of attention 

has been given to the content of the contract, antecedents and consequences of 

psychological contract breach and violation (e.g. Robinson and Rousseau, 1994; Herriot 

et al., 1997; Rousseau and Tijoriwala, 1999), as will be discussed later, but little 

consideration has been given to the processes of the psychological contract.  

 

Given the desire to investigate the processes of the psychological contract formation, 

the next review looks at literature on psychological contract during organisational entry.  

 

2.3 Psychological contract research during organisational entry 

Psychological contract formation has received very limited empirical attention, with a 

few exceptions such as Robinson et al. (1994), Thomas and Anderson (1998b), De Vos 

et al. (2003) and Purvis and Cropley (2003). The studies posit that pre-entry 

expectations are developed through pre-employment experiences. Beliefs of 

expectations have been found to develop also before first contact with the organisation, 

as employees read employment advertisements which state the terms of the employment 

(Rafaeli, 2006). In the study of psychological contract formation between nannies and 
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their employers by Purvis and Cropley (2003), beliefs of expectations, obligations and 

promises were created during the interview and selection process. During interviews, 

individuals extract and concentrate on cues that inform a mental model of their beliefs 

regarding the terms of the exchange agreement.  

 

Thomas and Anderson (1998b) argue that at organisational entry, promises made 

between newcomers and their organisations are less developed. This would imply that 

these basic perceptions of obligations and promises will develop over time through 

organisational socialisation. After gaining relevant information, these psychological 

contracts are elaborated and adjusted over time. Newcomers change their perceptions 

about their employers‘ promises based on the employer inducements they actually 

receive (Miller and Jablin, 1991). They also change their perceptions on what they 

promised the employer based on the perceived contribution towards their employer. The 

newcomers are seen as using their post-entry experiences as feedback about their initial 

expectations, and are flexible in changing their initial expectations based on this 

feedback (Miller and Jablin, 1991). Perceptions are also expected to change based on 

the norm of reciprocity. De Vos et al. (2003) state that continuous receipt of benefit and 

repayment can create more obligations between the parties involved.  Obligations 

between the newcomer and the organisations are also expected to change as the 

relationship between the parties matures based on trust (Robinson et al., 1994) since the 

level of trust increases when obligations are met (Blau, 1964).  

 

Psychological contracts obviously are theorised as dynamic and changing over time 

(Argyris, 1960; Schein, 1970; Kotter, 1973; Rousseau, 1995; Arnold, 1996; Herriot and 

Pemberton, 1997; Millward and Brewerton, 2000). Although the psychological contract 
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is viewed as dynamic and changing over time, very few studies have been conducted 

which presume to capture it as a process (e.g. Robinson et al., 1994; Robinson and 

Morrison, 2000; and Conway and Briner, 2002a).  Robinson et al.  (1994) longitudinal 

study has only two measurements, with a 12-month gap between the two. Conway and 

Briner‘s (2002a) study was conducted across only ten working days, where respondents 

were asked to record their mood swings and if the organisation had broken its promise 

on that day, and if the organisation has exceeded its promise during the day. While 

measurement points are too far apart to adequately capture events between the two 

periods in the former study, the latter is lacking in the sense that ten days is too short to 

capture efficiently the dynamics of the exchange relationship. This suggests that a better 

approach with more measurement points and a longer time are needed to capture it as a 

process. 

 

Given that the psychological contract is a perceived contract between an individual and 

the employer, it is necessary to discuss who the employer is.   

 

2.4 Who is the employer?  

The theory of psychological contracting states that employees have a psychological 

contract with their employer. Millward and Herriot  (2000) state that in reality 

individuals have different understanding about whom they have a psychological 

contract with. Research reveals that employees‘ perceptions vary regarding this 

(Rousseau, 1995), as some believe it is with the manager, the immediate supervisor, 

colleagues or the personification of the organisation. Literature has acknowledged the 

existence of multi foci of the psychological contract (Marks, 2001), therefore employees 
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do not necessarily have to have a psychological contract with only the employer in the 

exchange agreement. 

 

A problem related to the above (multi foci) is the level of analysis to be adopted when 

researching the psychological contract, given the variety of agents representing the 

organisation (Guest, 1998a; Guest, 1998b; Millward and Herriot, 2000). The 

complexities of the process of contract making cannot be ignored. In an attempt to avoid 

these complications, Conway and Briner (2005) state that contemporary researchers 

tend to focus research on the psychological contract from the employees‘ perspective 

and ignore the employer, resulting in very little empirical research on the employer‘s 

perceptions. This move however does not in anyway nullify the problem of level of 

analysis. 

 

Having explored who the other party in the employment relationship is, contract makers 

in the organisation are looked at next including problems brought about by agency 

involvement. 

 

2.5 Contract makers 

Organisations are known to have many contract makers who convey commitments and 

future intentions (Rousseau, 1995; Conway and Briner, 2002a; Conway and Briner, 

2005). These have been identified to fall into two major categories:- agents and 

principals. The principals are individuals who make the contract for themselves while 

agents act for somebody else. Rousseau (1995) further classifies these into: 
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 Principal to principal: most characteristics of private employment arrangements, 

as in employment contracts between owner/employer and employee. These 

contracts have fewer filters as commitments are made directly to each party. 

 Principal to agent: characterised by owner/employer contracts with 

representatives of workers.  

 Agent to principal: representative of organisation conveys and agrees to 

commitments with employees. 

 Agent to agent: organisation‘s representative conveys and agrees to 

commitments with employee‘s representatives.  

  

Agency involvement reduces the level of direct involvement between the employer and 

the employee which has implications for the filtering and subjective interpretation on 

both sides i.e. information distortion. Agents of the organisation include managers, 

recruiters, supervisors, mentors, etc. Organisations become party to the psychological 

contract through agents who directly or indirectly express the organisation‘s 

commitments to the employees. The psychological contract literature has acknowledged 

that there is variability in the extent to which individuals and groups within the 

organisation work towards a common goal or have a common vision of the organisation 

(Rousseau, 1995; Shore et al., 2004). A survey of senior executives reported that only 

twelve per cent of the workforce understood the strategic priorities of the company 

(Accenture 2003 cited by Shore et al., 2004). This suggests that inconsistencies may 

arise in understanding the reciprocal exchanges in the employment relationship where 

agents (such as supervisors and managers) are involved. For small businesses, as 

expressed by the work of Nadin and Cassell (2007) exploring the psychological contract 

in small firms, the owner of the business makes decisions in relation to a range of 
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business issues, which are directly communicated to their employees. This eradicates 

the inconsistencies and implications of information filtering between the agent and the 

employee.  

 

Secondly, agents of the organisations have been found to offer different and sometimes 

competing contracts to employees (Guest, 1998a) which is not surprising given the 

implicit and subjective properties of the exchange agreement as well as the range of 

those creating and making promises and those who have to deliver on them. While the 

psychological contract literature notes this limitation, it is salient on the dual role played 

by an individual who act not only as an agent for the company but also as an employee 

with personal expectations. While representing the organisation, the agent‘s prejudices 

as the employee of the organisation may affect the employer‘s perceptions about the 

psychological contract. The agent may not be able to distance him/herself from the 

organisation. In such instances, does the agent in question express the organisation‘s 

perceptions or his/her own? Is the employee able to put aside his/her individual biases 

when acting as an agent for the organisation? These questions have implications for any 

research that focuses on the employer‘s perspectives where company representatives are 

involved.  Obviously the representatives‘ personal psychological contract with the 

employer will affect their perceptions as agents of the same organisation.  

 

Following the above discussion of who contract makers are, the content of the 

psychological contract is now considered.  
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2.6 Content of the Psychological Contracts 

This section reviews the current literature on the content of the psychological contract. 

It critically examines how the content has been researched and implications for 

researchers.  

 

2.6.1 Current literature on content of psychological contract 

Psychological contract content refer to the items that both the employee and the 

organisation believe they owe one another (Rousseau, 1995; Conway and Briner, 2005). 

Contemporary research into psychological contract content focuses on what employees 

believe to be promises they exchange with the organisation following Rousseau‘s re-

conceptualisation of the psychological contract as an individual phenomenon. The 

author‘s redefinition of the contract as an individual phenomenon saw organisations as 

entities that do not possess the psychological contracts. However, research has shown 

that in fact, an organisation can have a psychological contract which is represented 

through its agents such as supervisors (Argyris, 1960; Kotter, 1973; Herriot and 

Pemberton, 1997). By focusing on the employee‘s perspective of the exchange 

agreement, the employer‘s perspective is relatively undeveloped. This is why the 

current research looks at the employer in one of the organisations to enhance our 

understanding of the processes of psychological contracting from the employer‘s 

perspective.  

 

As implicit and explicit promises surround the exchange, Conway and Briner (2005) 

notes that the content consists of two sets of information, namely resources each party is 

willing to give and the information on how such an exchange is to occur.  The latter 

therefore provides a link between contributions and inducements, which ideally should 
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capture the nature of reciprocity between the exchanges. Research into content of the 

psychological contracts (Rousseau and Greller, 1994; Shore and Tetrick, 1994; Purvis 

and Cropley, 2003) have been able to identify resources parties are willing to part with 

but have not yet captured how the parties make sense of the differing content.  

 

The psychological contract theory also assumes that a clear demarcation exists between 

what is offered and what is received. Coyle-Shapiro and Conway (2004) suggest that an 

exchange between two parties can be simultaneously beneficial to both parties.  The 

authors give an example of training and development which is viewed as an 

organisational inducement to employees which simultaneously benefits both parties. 

They also highlight that an employee may assume that training would result in the 

expansion of their roles, increased responsibility and increased performance. The 

employee may therefore consider this training as a ‗cost‘ rather than a ‗reward‘. 

Secondly, an inducement can be regarded as both a reward and a cost at the same time. 

Coyle-Shapiro and Conway (2004) also highlight that for the benefit of training to be 

fully realised, the two parties need to ‗jointly contribute‘, in which case the contribution 

in the exchange is not separate and clearly demarcated as assumed by the social 

exchange theory. This highlights the joint activity of inducements.  

 

Another presumption on clear demarcation is presented by the division of items in the 

psychological contract into transactional and relational elements. Discussion on these 

follows.  
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2.6.2 Transactional and relational elements 

The content of psychological contracts has been divided into two: relational and 

transactional. This distinction in contracts has dominated contemporary research to date 

(Rousseau, 1990; Rousseau, 1995; Herriot et al., 1997; Taylor and Tekleab, 2004; 

Conway and Briner, 2005).   

 

The contracts differ in focus, time frame, stability, scope and tangibility (Rousseau and 

Mclean, 1993; Rousseau, 1995; Conway and Briner, 2005). Transactional contracts are 

seen as involving highly specified exchange which takes place over a specified time 

frame (Rousseau, 1990). They are fundamentally concerned with exchanges of an 

economic transaction, closed-ended and in a specific time period, narrow scope and 

publicly observable (Millward and Brewerton, 1999).  Relational contracts are seen as 

describing perceived obligations that are emotional and intrinsic in nature. They tend to 

be open-ended, and have an indefinite time frame. Relational contracts are dynamic and 

evolve and are subjectively understood. Based on social exchange, they involve 

exchanges with a longer time frame and are based on trust, good will and fairness 

(Rousseau, 1990; Shore and Tetrick, 1994; Conway and Briner, 2005). 

 

While the distinction between the two contracts brought a useful way for analysing the 

different forms of the exchange, the distinction as noted by Arnold (1996) assumes a 

clear demarcation between transactional and relational contracts. Arnold (1996) states 

that a crossover exists for some items like training, as transactional by some researchers 

and relational by others. An acknowledgement is made of the possibility of some items 

being mutually exclusive. Whether an item is relational or transactional will depend on 

the context in which it is applied. For instance, an item such as commitment towards the 
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employer, which is a relational attribute, can also be transactional where an employer 

demands it as part of the employee‘s roles.   

 

There is confusion as to whether relational and transactional contracts exist as two 

opposites of a single continuum or if they are capable of coexistence. Rousseau‘s (1990) 

study of 224 graduating MBA students investigated these two types of contract and 

pointed out that they exist on opposite ends of the same contractual continuum. In this 

study, employees exchange hard work for high extrinsic returns such as pay and career 

advancement, and loyalty is exchanged for security.  While Rousseau (1990) regards 

them as extreme opposites of a contractual arrangement, these were found to coexist by 

other researchers. Literature on the psychological contract suggests that employees and 

the employer can have both transactional and relational contracts (e.g. Millward and 

Brewerton, 1999; Coyle-Shapiro and Kesser, 2000). Robinson et al., (1994) and 

Millward and Herriot (2000) also argue that the two types of contract are not mutually 

exclusive. 

 

While one might assume a clear cut demarcation between relational and transactional 

contract, Conway and Briner (2005) suggest that the exchange may be more 

complicated than it appears. This is demonstrated by Rousseau and Anton (1991) who 

found that relational and transactional contracts can be exchanged. For instance, they 

found that employees felt that the employer should feel obligated to retain staff when 

the employee had shown commitment, had been with the employer for a longer time, 

and had contributed good standards of present performance. That is, job security 

exchanged for good performance, commitment and longer service with the employer. 

This also suggests that the exchange relationship is characterised by both relational and 



Page | 42 

 

transactional elements which are not mutually exclusive (Conway and Briner, 2005). 

Other researchers who empirically support the two dimensions as coexisting include 

Millward and Hopkins (1998). Therefore individuals possess both elements in their own 

psychological contract. Literature on the psychological contract posits that employers 

have preference for relational contracts because of their desired attributes (e.g. 

employee loyalty and commitment). Irrespective of the complexities of the distinction, 

contemporary researchers have used the basic types of contract which nevertheless 

adequately capture the content of the psychological contract.  

 

After this discussion of the contents of the psychological contract and presumptions 

about the exchange, breach of the contract is reviewed next.  

 

2.7 Breach of Psychological Contract  

Introduction 

Breach is the most researched area of the psychological contract. Following Rousseau 

(1989), a tremendous amount of research has been conducted on breach to explain 

employee behaviour. This section critically reviews research on breach of the 

psychological contract. It looks at antecedents and outcomes of such breach, before 

considering cases where sensemaking is likely to occur. The section concludes by 

looking at troubleshooting issues relating to contract breach. 

 

Research on the psychological contract tend to concentrate more on breach of the 

contract (Conway and Briner, 2005). Research on breach was an attempt to gain an 

understanding of the complex psychological contracting processes, given the frequency 

of breach of the contract.  As with the concept of psychological contract, breach is 
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subjective and based on perceptions rather than actual agreement. Morrison and 

Robinson (2000) describe breach as a discrepancy between what has been received and 

what was promised, suggesting it as a cognitive processes where a mental evaluation of 

the psychological contract occurs.   

 

Psychological contract breach has been used as the main mechanism for understanding 

how psychological contracts affect feelings, attitudes and behaviours of employees (e.g. 

Robinson et al., 1994; Thomas and Anderson, 1998b; Robinson and Morrison, 2000; 

Conway and Briner, 2002a; Deery et al., 2004). A psychological contract breach is 

characterised by the erosion of the affected party‘s beliefs in the reciprocal obligations 

of the two parties amongst other things producing feelings of mistrust and betrayal 

(Robinson et al., 1994; Millward and Brewerton, 2000; Robinson and Morrison, 2000; 

Conway and Briner, 2005). Breach of the psychological contract is assumed to be a 

serious issue that occurs regularly (Robinson and Rousseau, 1994). The latter study of 

MBA alumni highlights that more than half the sample perceived that their employer 

had breached their psychological contract during the first two years of employment. A 

daily diary examination of the psychological contract (Conway and Briner, 2002a) 

reported that the organisation was breaking promises on a weekly basis. Employees 

were asked to record events of breach at the end of each working day. Sixty-nine per 

cent of respondents reported at least one breach on the first ten days of the data 

collection period.  

 

Morrison and Robinson (2004) argue that employers are more likely to perceive that 

they are fulfilling their obligations and less likely to perceive that the employees are 

fulfilling theirs. At the same time employees are more likely to perceive that they 
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fulfilled their obligations and to perceive that the organisation has failed to meet its side 

of the bargain. Consistent with this is Kotter (1973) who also points out that employees 

tend to overestimate their contribution and underestimate inducements offered by the 

employer. Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler (2002) for instance, in their study of bi-

directionality of the norm of reciprocity, found that managers (as agents of the 

organisation) are more positive in their assessment of the organisation‘s fulfilment of 

obligation than the employees, which is also consistent with the Morrison and Robinson 

(2004) argument on over and under estimation of contributions.  

 

Relatively few studies have been made to investigate factors causing breach despite the 

amount of research on breach of the psychological contract (Conway and Briner, 2005). 

More attention has been focused on outcomes of breach from which researchers have 

made suggestions on how to prevent breach. From a practical point of view, more could 

be gained from investigating factors that cause breach in order to come up with 

strategies to prevent it.  Studies have identified inadequate HR management practices as 

one of the causes (Guest and Conway, 1997; 2002 ). Breach also occurs as a result of a 

mismatch between management‘s communications about human resources management 

practices and what employees expected (Conway and Briner, 2005). Lack of support 

from the supervisors or the organisation is also known to cause breach (Tekleab and 

Taylor, 2003; Sutton and Griffin, 2004). Employees were more likely to perceive 

fulfilment where they perceived organisational support (Sutton and Griffin, 2004). 

Another cause of breach is regarded as originating from employees comparing their 

deals unfavourably to other employees. In such cases, an employee would perceive 

inequity between the two deals and is more likely to perceive breach of his or her 

psychological contract (Conway and Briner, 2002b). Breach is expected to occur from 
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reneging which takes place when the employer is unwilling or unable to deliver on 

obligations or promises (Johnson and O'leary-Kelly, 2003; Conway and Briner, 2005; 

Grimmer and Oddy, 2007). Breach from reneging can also arise when the organisation 

fails to meet its goals and obligations due to poor performance (Conway and Briner, 

2005).  

 

Research on psychological contract has shown that both parties in the employment 

relationship have different perceptions on what they owe one another, which is known 

as incongruence (Tsui et al., 1997; Lester et al., 2002; Morrison and Robinson, 2004). 

Incongruence may emanate from insufficient organisational socialisation or misleading 

information gained from interviews which may cause misunderstandings between the 

employee and the employer (Rousseau, 1995; Morrison and Robinson, 1997; Johnson 

and O'leary-Kelly, 2003; Tekleab and Taylor, 2003; Sutton and Griffin, 2004; Conway 

and Briner, 2005; Grimmer and Oddy, 2007).  

 

In cases of minor breaches, an employee may take corrective action without drastically 

changing the psychological contract. In novel situations involving drastic deviation 

from the psychological contract, an employee is similarly likely to take corrective action 

which in this case is likely to change the psychological contract (René and Roe, 2007). 

The outcomes of breach and violation include reduced job performance, job 

dissatisfaction, reduced organisational commitment, reduced trust in the employer, 

reduced loyalty, low employee well being, and turnover or intention to leave the 

organisation (Morrison, 1993; Robinson, 1996; Guest, 1998a; Conway and Briner, 

2002a; Lester et al., 2002; Johnson and O'leary-Kelly, 2003). For instance, Robinson 

and Rousseau (1994) in their study of MBA alumni found that perceptions of 
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psychological contract violation were negatively related to employees‘ trust in their 

employer, intent to remain with the employer, and satisfaction with their job and 

organisation, and positively related to actual turnover. Employee commitment towards 

the employer has been found to be negatively related to psychological contract violation 

and trust (Grimmer and Oddy, 2007) and positively related to intention to leave (Kickul, 

2001). A longitudinal study of MBA students found that initial trust in one‘s employer 

was negatively associated with perception of breach after eighteen months on the job. 

Trust was found to mediate the relationship between psychological contract breach and 

employee contributions to the firm. Employees with low trust were most likely to look 

for incidents of violation, while those with higher trust were likely to overlook, not 

recognise or forget about the violation.  

 

 Conway and Briner (2005) perceive these outcomes as arising for a number of reasons: 

(1) breach implies unmet expectations which affect job performance and job satisfaction, 

(2) breach reduces trust, so when employees perceive a breach in the psychological 

contract, their trust in the organisation declines and they feel less inclined to invest 

emotions in the organisation, (3) when inequity is perceived, employees try to address 

the imbalance by reducing their , (d) breach acts as a hindrance to progress towards 

valued goals.  

 

The two concepts of breach and violation were used interchangeably by researchers 

until a distinction was made by Morrison and Robinson (1997). The distinction, as seen 

by Conway and Briner (2005),  not only separates cause (breach) from effect (violation) 

but also allows for less intense emotional responses to be considered as well. It is 
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notable however that while a lot of research has been conducted on breach, the area of 

violation remains relatively undeveloped in comparison.  

 

Morrison and Robinson (1997) offer a process model moving from unmet expectations 

to breach of contract and to violation to differentiate breach and violation. They define 

violation as 

‘‘an affective and emotional experience of disappointment, frustration, anger, 

and resentment that may emanate from an employee’s interpretation of a 

contract breach and its accompanying circumstances’’(Robinson and Morrison, 

1997:242) 

 

 

An important factor contributing to intense responses following breach is that the 

integrity of the relationship between the two parties is brought into question (Anderson 

and Schalk, 1998; Conway and Briner, 2002a; Nadin, 2003). Shore and Tetrick (1994) 

argue that reactions to violations may depend upon a variety of factors including the 

type of violation, the degree of violation and the extent to which the organisation is 

perceived as being responsible for it. 

 

From their study of 800 managers, Turnley and Feldman (1999) found that 

psychological contract violation resulted in increased levels of employee turnover, 

whistle-blowing, grievance filing, reduced effort and a decrease in loyalty to the 

organisation. Studies have also shown that when faced with an imbalance in their 

relationship, employees tend to address the imbalance by reducing their commitment 

and willingness to engage in organisational citizen behaviour (Atabay, 2007; Restubog 

et al., 2008). In Atabay‘s (2007) research, 122 employees were surveyed and the results 

indicate that the greater the degree of psychological contract breach reported by 

employees, the less likely they are to engage in organisational citizenship behaviour. 
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Psychological contract violation by the employer was found to have a more significant 

degree in employee‘s perceptions of their relational obligations than transactional 

obligations (Robinson et al., 1994). Robinson and Morrison (1995) found that 

employees‘ perceptions that their employer had violated their psychological contract 

were negatively associated with good citizen behaviour. Grimmer and Oddy (2007) 

study of 90 MBA students found that perceptions of psychological contract violation 

was associated with lower organisational commitment and trust. Relational contract was 

found to mediate contract violation on commitment and trust. That is employees with 

more relational orientation would be more disappointed by lack of contract fulfilment 

than those with a more transactional orientation (Grimmer and Oddy, 2007).  

 

Literature also acknowledges individual dispositions as affecting employees‘ behaviour 

(Coyle-Shapiro and Neuman, 2004). Individuals characterised with a strong exchange 

ideology (also known as entitled oriented) are more likely to pay attention to outcomes 

they receive from the exchange. Those with a strong credit ideology (benevolent-

oriented) are predisposed to focus on what they give in return. This suggests that 

individuals might react differently to preconceived employer obligations and their 

fulfilment (Coyle-Shapiro and Neuman, 2004). Literature states that employees with a 

strong credit disposition subscribe to the notion of repaying in greater amounts than 

previously received. Therefore they overmatch their contributions to the organisation. 

Those with an exchange ideology will have their contributions contingent upon what 

they can get from the employer. This suggests that individual dispositions are potential 

mediators for breach.  The study by Restubog et al. (2007) found that entitled 

employees responded adversely to breach by displaying an increase in interpersonal 
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deviant acts while benevolent-oriented employees appeared more tolerant of under-

rewarding.  

 

There are empirical conceptual issues surrounding breach and violation of the 

psychological contract. The vast majority of studies on breach (which is assumed to 

occur relatively frequently at work) focus on the employee‘s perspective, paying less 

attention to the employer‘s (Conway and Briner, 2005). Thus very little is known about 

the employer‘s perceptions in relation to breach or violation. Secondly, literature on 

psychological contract breach is predominantly cross-sectional, which means that 

causality pertaining to antecedents and outcomes of breach are arguably theory-based 

(Conway and Briner, 2005). Better methodological approaches are needed to investigate 

these and also why breach leads to such outcomes. 

 

The literature of psychological contract has acknowledged similarities between breach, 

violation and other concepts. The dilemma presented by this is discussed next to 

conclude the review of the psychological contract. 

 

2.8 Unmet expectations, inequity and breach of the psychological contract: 

In conclusion, while consequences of breach and violation are notably detrimental to 

both the organisation and the employee, an overlap between breach and other concepts 

(such as unmet expectations and equity theory) which are known to produce similar 

outcomes (e.g withdrawal behaviours) has been acknowledged by researchers. This has 

resulted in some researchers (e.g. Guest, 1998a) suggesting that breach may be a 

redundant concept that adds little  if any value beyond these concepts. Rousseau (1994) 

suggests that every breach event will also involve employees in perceiving unmet 
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expectations and inequity which suggest these concepts as part of breach or explaining 

breach. There is also a question of how different breach is from these two concepts 

(Guest, 1998a).  

 

Robinson et al. (1994), Robinson and Rousseau (1994) and Conway and Briner (2002a) 

posit that the distinction between unmet expectations and violation is determined by 

reaction to both breach and unmet expectations. Reaction to breach of promises as seen 

by Rousseau (1998) produces more intense responses to breach known as violation, 

while breach of expectations does not evoke more intense negative responses. This 

distinction however assumes that violation automatically follows breach which is not 

always the case. Research has shown that feelings of violation do not automatically 

follow perceptions of breach. An indication is given however that feelings of violation 

follow breach where a promise is considered very important in the relationship between 

the two parties (Conway and Briner, 2002a). Rousseau and Parks (1993) highlight that 

while violations can be regarded as unmet expectations, unmet expectations are not 

necessarily violations. Literature on psychological contract has not shown at what point 

an unmet expectation becomes a violation of the psychological contract. Researchers, as 

pointed out by Sparrow (1996), rarely distinguish between less serious breaches and 

serious incidents of violation.  

 

The current research adopts the Morrison and Robinsons (1997) definition of breach as 

a cognitive comparison between what has been received and what was promised. A 

modification is made to their definition to include unmet expectations in this category, 

because of the following. 
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 Taking on board Guest‘s (1998a) argument, promises may not necessarily apply 

to temporary workers. 

 It has been identified that implicit promises are not easy to identify in reality 

(O'neill and Adya, 2007). Therefore focusing on breached promises would leave 

out some issues important to both parties.  

 The existence of other factors not necessarily promised by the other party but are 

very important for continuation of the relationship.  

 

With the exploration of the extant literature on the psychological contract completed the 

next chapter intends to explore prior research on organisational socialisation. 
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3 LITERATURE REVIEW OF ORGANISATIONAL SOCIALISATION 

 

Introduction  

This chapter presents a review of organisational socialisation in line with current 

research. It starts by explaining what organisational socialisation is and then looks at 

newcomer‘s adjustments during the different stages of the process. The chapter also 

considers tactics used by employees and by the employer to socialise employees post-

entry into the organisation before looking at outcomes of organisational socialisation. It 

concludes by looking at the similarities between organisational socialisation and the 

psychological contract to explain why the psychological contract is investigated as a 

process taking place during organisational socialisation.  

 

 

Organisational socialisation is defined as the 

―Learning process by which newcomers develop attitudes and behaviours that 

are necessary to function as a fully-fledged member of the organisation‖ (Ardts 

et al., 2001:159) 

 

This is where a new employee in the organisation adapts from being an outsider to 

become an insider. This process is deemed to be in effect when a boundary is crossed, 

be it external or internal. For example, a change or development in new skills, 

knowledge, values, relationships and role change. These are regarded as part of 

organisational socialisation (Louis, 1980; Thomas and Anderson, 1998b). Regardless of 

one‘s previous experience, Louis (1980) asserts that each significant role change 

involves socialisation into a new role or a new setting. For instance, a new graduate 

entering an organisation for the first time or someone changing jobs or moving up the 

hierarchy ladder.  
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3.1 Stages of socialisation 

Socialisation can be viewed as a continuous learning process consisting of a number of 

stages, namely anticipatory, encounter and acquisition. The anticipatory stage is 

characterised by the newcomer developing expectations about the job and organisation 

during the recruitment and/or selection processes. Recruits anticipate their experiences 

in the organisation they are about to enter while they are still outside the organisation 

(Louis, 1980; O'neill and Adya, 2007). During this time, recruits are believed to develop 

unrealistic expectations (Thomas and Anderson, 1998b). The encounter stage (from 

entry to the first few months in the organisation) is marked by the recruit‘s crossing 

over from being an outsider to a newcomer to the organisation. The period starts from 

entry to the first few months in the organisation. The newcomer in this stage will start to 

evaluate initial expectations to reality experiences in the organisation and making 

necessary adjustments (Kotter, 1973; Wanous, 1976; Louis, 1980; 1997; Thomas and 

Anderson, 1998b). In the encounter stage, newcomer expectations are tested against real 

work experiences.  

 

Finally, the acquisition stage is a long-term adjustment to roles, tasks and values of the 

organisation (Thomas and Anderson, 1998b).  Kotter (1973) states that organisations 

have reported that it takes managerial and technical specialists two or more years post-

entry to adjust to their roles while other organisations reported that it takes half or a 

quarter of that time. This suggests that the duration of the encounter stage differs from 

employee to employee. The completion of socialisation is assumed to be in effect when 

an individual has fully adapted into the organisation, that is when he/she has assumed 

the status of an insider such as being entrusted with privileged information, included in 
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informal networks, sought out for advice and encouraged to represent the organisation 

(Louis, 1980). Other researchers view socialisation as a continuous and never ending 

process until termination of tenure (Thomas and Anderson, 1998b). 

 

Thomas and Anderson (2006) note that the meaning of successful socialisation differs 

across newcomers, organisations and through cultures.  Organisational socialisation 

success could mean fitting into the organisation and the team in a collectivist culture, 

while role performance could mean success in an individualistic culture (Thomas and 

Anderson, 2006). Different stakeholders in the organisation could also have different 

views of what success is. In this respect, newcomers‘ expectations and psychological 

contract can be shaped by organisational culture. That is, a newcomer‘s beliefs of 

expectations, obligations and promises can be shaped by the type of culture 

(individualistic or collectivist). An individual‘s interpretation of the organisational 

culture could shape that person‘s beliefs.  

 

As organisational socialisation seeks to reconcile anticipated obligations and 

expectations with reality in the organisation, a review on the development of 

anticipatory obligations follows 

 

3.1.1 Development of expectations 

Socialisation starts before a person has officially joined an organisation and then post-

entry. Learning and development of expectations, obligations and promises take place 

prior to the individual‘s first day of employment (Robinson et al., 1994; Jackson, 2006). 

So when employees join an organisation, they have expectations of what they are likely 

to receive from the employer as well as expectations of what they are likely expect to 
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give. Likewise, the organisation has expectations on what to receive from the employees 

and what to give in return. These expectations can be a match or mismatch (Rousseau 

1995). Thomas and Anderson (Thomas and Anderson, 2006) argue that at 

organisational entry, promises made between the newcomer and the organisations are 

less developed. The same applies to expectations and obligations. This would imply that 

the development of these basic perceptions of beliefs would then be expressed in the 

form of the initial psychological contract that will develop over time through 

organisational socialisation.  

 

Louis‘ (1980) model of newcomer experiences shows change, contract and surprise as 

the major feature of organisational entry experiences. The newcomer is regarded to be at 

the centre of it all. Change here refers to an objective difference between the new and 

the old settings (Louis, 1980). Contract is the emergence of a perceptual contract 

between the employee and the employer, while surprise is the difference between 

anticipated and encountered experiences. At entry, new employees are perceived to be 

confronted with an uncertain environment (Louis, 1980; Miller and Jablin, 1991; Ho et 

al., undated manuscript), therefore they rely on socialisation to understand, interpret and 

respond to their environment (Robinson et al., 1994). At this crucial stage, newcomers 

are faced with learning both the formal and informal requirements of the new job and 

benefits and privileges associated with their new roles (Miller and Jablin, 1991). They 

are also faced with determining how well they fit within the social networks of the 

organisation (Louis, 1980). This involves the adoption of the following strategies to 

ease their assimilation into the organisation.  
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3.2 Tactics used by employees 

The organisational socialisation literature has examined socialisation processes by 

looking at  person-organisation fit (by looking at how firms recruit and select 

employees), tactics used by organisations to socialise new employees, and those used by 

new employees to make sense of the environment as they progress through the different 

stages of organisational socialisation (Chatman, 1991; Garavan and Morley, 1997; 

Thomas and Anderson, 1998b; Jackson, 2006). Amongst the tactics adopted by new 

comers is learning behavioural norms by watching and working with their co-workers 

(Rousseau, 1995). This is an on-going process as they learn over time the efforts and 

experiences of the latter. This learning helps them gain information that is not only 

important to their work roles, but also shapes their beliefs of expectations, obligations 

and promises.  

 

Another tactic used by employees to make sense of the environment involves direct and 

indirect information seeking from peers or supervisors (Miller and Jablin, 1991; Nelson 

and Quick, 1991; Hyman et al., 2003). For instance, Morrison (1993) investigated types 

of information that newcomers seek. These were found to be: feedback and referential, 

social, and normative information relating to the behaviour and attitudinal expectations 

of the organisation. Patterns of information seeking behaviour differed by the type of 

information being gathered. The study showed that graduates either asked for 

information directly or monitored situations by observing interactions and obtaining 

informational clues. Information on management practices was obtained by employees 

through observations while technical information was obtained by asking others. 

Technical information about role definition and performance feedback was obtained 

from supervisors while social information was obtained from peers (Ostroff and 



Page | 57 

 

Kozlowski, 1992). Individuals are depicted as actively interacting with and influencing 

their environment as opposed to being passive entities. This interaction with the 

environment helps them shape and change their beliefs of expectations, obligations and 

promises.  

 

A number of authors who are in agreement with Morrison (2000) have also shown that 

newcomers consult different sources and use different strategies in information seeking 

(Miller and Jablin, 1991; Saks and Ashforth, 1997). The following have been found to 

be pro-active socialisation tactics that newcomers may engage in and have been found 

to be related to the socialisation process and its outcomes (e.g., job satisfaction, turnover, 

performance):  information seeking from technical sources (supervisors), performance 

feedback seeking from supervisors, information seeking from co-workers, informal 

mentorship, information acquired by observing others, and reading organisational 

materials. Previous research shows that co-workers and peers are the most important 

sources of information during organisational socialisation (Miller and Jablin, 1991; 

Nelson and Quick, 1991). Literature on newcomer information seeking predicts positive 

socialisation outcomes (Miller and Jablin, 1991). Individuals therefore can be seen as 

extracting cues from these different sources to construct their understanding of beliefs 

of expectations, obligations and promises.  

 

There are models developed by researchers to conceptualise the socialisation process, 

focusing on the newcomer‘s ability to acquire information (Louis, 1980; Miller and 

Jablin, 1991). The models portray the newcomer as pro-actively searching for 

information to reduce uncertainty associated with organisational entry. Organisational 

socialisation literature depicts cognitive biases as affecting information selection by 
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employees (Fischer et al., 2005). Employees have been found to select information that 

is biased towards their own opinion, that is, they prefer information that is consistent 

with their beliefs and neglect conflicting information. Dissonance theory has also been 

used by researchers to explain biased information seeking (Festinger, 1964 ). The theory 

suggests that individuals experience cognitive dissonance after making a decision 

because of the negative aspects of the chosen alternative and the positive aspects of the 

non-chosen alternative (Frey, 1986). Individuals are motivated to act in ways to reduce 

the aversive stimulation it produces. To reduce dissonance, individuals may achieve this 

through predominant seeking for information that supports one‘s decision and 

neglecting inconsistent information (Festinger, 1964 ; Frey, 1986)  

 

In short, the notion that people often prefer information that corresponds with their 

viewpoints, decisions and attitudes is widely accepted in socialisation research.  The 

above depicts the newcomer as actively searching for information to learn about the 

organisation post-entry into the organisation. Newcomers may also seek information 

pre-entry to reduce uncertainty and learn about the organisation (Miller and Jablin, 

1991). Information obtained from the search and observation of others therefore shapes 

employees beliefs of expectations, obligations and promises throughout the different 

stages of organisational socialisation. Given the different tactics used by employees to 

assimilate into the organisation, the employer also utilises the following tactics to 

socialise new employees.  

 

3.3 Tactics used by organisations 

Van Maanen and Schein (1979) offer a theoretical model which outlines six tactics used 

by organisations to influence new employees expectations. The model proposes that 
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―what people learn about their work roles in organisations is a direct result of how they 

learn it‖. Van Maanen and Schein (1979) categorised these tactics into institutionalised 

(collective, formal, sequential, fixed, serial and investiture) or individualised (individual, 

informal, random, variable, disjunctive, disvestiture). The tactics are seen as existing in 

a continuum with two ends (Van Maanen and Schein, 1979). Institutional socialisation 

tactics and individual tactics are considered to be on opposite ends of the continuum. A 

further division was provided by Jones (1986) referring to context (collective versus 

individual and formal versus informal) in which information is given to newcomers, 

content (sequential versus random and fixed versus variable) and social (serial versus 

disjunctive and investiture versus divestiture), which involved interpersonal aspects of 

the organisation. Garavan and Morley (1997) survey study of 126 graduates who had 

been with the employer for twenty-four months indicated that the organisation‘s 

recruitment and publicity (another way of influencing people‘s expectations) about the 

organisation significantly influenced the formulation of their beliefs of expectations.  

 

Research shows institutional tactics as associated with lower role ambiguity, role 

conflict and intent to quit (Ashford and Saks, 1996; Saks and Ashforth, 1997). 

Institutional tactics have been found to be associated with higher levels of job 

satisfaction and organisational commitment (Ashford and Saks, 1996). Literature on 

organisational socialisation shows individual differences as influencing newcomer 

socialisation (Jones, 1986). Openness to experience was associated with higher levels of 

proactive socialisation behaviour. Individual differences are theorised to affect 

newcomers‘ desire to become socialised (Thomas and Anderson, 2006). Proactive 

personality was found to have positive outcomes in role clarity, task mastery and social 

integration (Crant, 2000; Chan and Schmitt, 2000 ). Behavioural self-management and 



Page | 60 

 

self-efficacy were found to be positively associated with adjustment (Fisher, 1986; 

Morrison and Brantner, 1992; Saks and Ashforth, 1997).  

 

After discussion of the different tactics used by the employer and newcomers to ease 

new employees‘ assimilation into the organisation, the definition of newcomer and 

problems associated with the label are looked at next. 

 

3.4 Newcomer definition 

The term ‗newcomer‘ in socialisation has remained undefined and there is no status 

passage that marks the transition away from being a newcomer (Rollag, 2004). 

Traditional approaches have used organisational tenure as the means by which to 

classify employees as newcomers and old-timers. The classification adopted by some  is 

that members with less than two years‘ tenure are newcomers while those with more 

than two years are old-timers (Lee and Allen, 1982). Others such as  Morrison and 

Vancouver (1997) define newcomers in terms of those who have been with the 

employer for less than three years.  

 

While some researchers have adopted absolute time in the definition of the newcomer, 

some have suggested relative time whereby the newcomer is subjectively evaluated 

relative to people or events (Rollag, 2004). An example put forward by Rollag (2004) in 

support is that an individual with a year of tenure in a large established stable 

organisation may be a relative newcomer compared to co-workers, while an individual 

of similar tenure in a young fast growing organisation may be a relative old-timer in 

comparison. However researchers have safely assumed that a recent arrival is a 

newcomer on their first day with the organisation. 
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The social labels (labels given to individuals, e.g. new employee, old timer etc.) are 

presumed to influence the way individuals‘ process information about themselves and 

others. They are also assumed to influence the behaviour of other people towards the 

individual (Moreland, 1985; Moreland and Levine, 1989; Jackson et al., 1992; Ashforth 

and Humphrey, 1995). For instance, individuals who consider themselves as newcomers 

play out their interpretation of the role of newcomer by thinking and acting like one. 

Other members of the organisation are known to reinforce the status of newcomer by 

also treating new arrivals as newcomers (Jackson et al., 1992).  

 

In essence, perceptions of newcomer status have been shown by researchers to affect 

individuals‘ attitude and group behaviour. Moreland‘s (1985) study of arbitrarily telling 

unacquainted subjects that they were newcomers to a group task caused them to be 

anxious about group interactions and also to consider their initial contribution as worse 

than that of other group members (Moreland, 1985). Individuals were also found to 

make fewer innovative suggestions even when they had experience and were found to 

be rated lower by co-workers in relation to the quality of ideas in the group (Nash and 

Wolfe, 1957; Ziller et al., 1961). This suggests that newcomer status affects an 

employee‘s perceptions about his or her own contributions and other people‘s 

contribution. It is also likely to affect one‘s perception of contract fulfilment and breach 

of contract.  

 

3.5 Outcomes of organisational socialisation 

Organisational socialisation is a very important element in the employment relationship 

as it is associated with a number of positive outcomes. Socialisation plays a role in 
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meeting and adjusting employee expectations. Organisational socialisation is important 

in clarifying performance criteria expected of newcomers which does not stop at an 

individual level but is also relevant at team level. When entering the organisation, 

newcomers are also expected to learn the culture and values of the organisation (Louis, 

1980). Literature on organisational socialisation argues that the more effective and 

efficient the socialisation process is, the quicker the newcomers can fully participate as 

fully fledged members of the organisation (Ardts et al., 2001). Helping an individual go 

successfully through the socialisation process leads to job satisfaction and 

organisational commitment to the organisation‘s values and mission, and to 

understanding one‘s roles (Miller and Jablin, 1991; Polach, 2004), reduced anxiety and 

stress, higher productivity and lower intention to leave (Thomas and Anderson, 2006).  

 

Of these outcomes Thomas and Anderson (2006) state that turnover and reduced 

performance are probably the most important. Turnover generates repeat expenditure 

when organisations have to recruit, select and socialise new employees. Failure by 

organisations to socialise new recruits has been noted to result in poor attitudes 

(Wanous, 1992), negative behaviours and high levels of turnover (Wanous and Colella, 

1989 ; Wanous, 1997), outcomes similar to those of psychological contract breach. 

Research in organisational socialisation therefore suggests that organisations should be 

able to adjust newcomers expectations and tailor their experiences to foster desired 

commitment (Allen and Meyer, 1990). 

 

Having explored organisational socialisation, the chapter concludes by looking at the 

similarities between the psychological contract and organisational socialisation to 

demonstrate why the current research investigates the two together.  
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3.6 Similarities between the psychological contract and organisational 

socialisation 

A number of similarities between the psychological contract and organisational 

socialisation are noted below.  

3.6.1 Individual’s beliefs at entry 

The two constructs are formulated on beliefs. For instance, organisational socialisation 

literature acknowledges that newcomers formulate anticipatory expectations pre-entry 

into the organisation which are realigned to reality post-entry (Miller and Jablin, 1991). 

The literature on psychological contracts also focuses on beliefs of expectations, 

obligations and promises. Thomas and Anderson (1998b) argue that at organisational 

entry, expectations, obligations and promises between the newcomer and the 

organisation are less developed. This would imply that these basic perceptions will 

develop over time through organisational socialisation. After gaining relevant 

information from different sources (e.g. peers, supervisors, management documents etc.) 

these perceptions should be elaborated and adjusted over time. This means that as 

organisations actively socialise their employees in the process of aligning pre-entry 

expectations to real experiences, psychological contracts are also formed, fulfilled, 

unmet or over-fulfilled etc. That is, the transformation of the psychological contracts 

will take place during organisational socialisation.  

 

3.6.2  Process  

Both the psychological contract and organisational socialisation are processes through 

which beliefs of expectations, obligations and promises are formed and adjusted over 
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time. While the psychological contract is theorised as a dynamic on-going process, 

extant literature has done little to explore its processes. Since the construct unfolds 

during organisational socialisation, socialisation of newcomers into the organisation 

(such as social information seeking and interactions with the employer) is likely to lead 

to transformation of the psychological contract over time. For instance, tactics used by 

both the employers and employees are likely to influence the transformation. New 

employees are also known to formulate their psychological contract by watching how 

the employer interacts with co-workers (Rousseau, 1995) which implies that the 

psychological contract will change after entry into the organisation.  

 

3.6.3 Parallel constructs  

The psychological contract does not take place in a vacuum. That is, the psychological 

contract between an employee and the employer does not occur separate from 

organisational socialization. Psychological contract formulation and organisational 

socialisation are parallel processes, taking place at the same time. The psychological 

contract takes place alongside socialisation of employees‘ pre and post-entry into the 

organisation. Since organisational socialisation is the learning process through which 

employees develop attitudes and behaviours (Louis, 1980; Thomas and Anderson, 

2006), post-entry experiences are likely to shape the psychological contract.   

 

3.6.4 Outcomes  

Organisational socialisation and psychological contract literatures are both concerned 

with ways in which organisations can influence employees‘ beliefs and behaviour as 

well as the consequences. For instance, staff retention, organisational commitment and 
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good organisational citizenship behaviour (individual behaviours that are good for the 

organisation).  This gives it the more reason to explore the two constructs together.   

 

Given the similarities between the psychological contract and organisational 

socialisation, the next chapter aims to bring them together from a sensemaking 

perspective. The chapter reinforces the argument that the two should be explored 

together and looks at the sensemaking framework as a conceptual model that brings 

together the two bodies of knowledge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page | 66 

 

4 SENSEMAKING  

 

Introduction 

Sensemaking is adopted in this thesis as a conceptual framework that brings the two 

bodies of literature together. This chapter commences by introducing the concept of 

sensemaking, before turning to Weick‘s (1995) seven characteristics of sensemaking 

and how the psychological contract and organisational socialisation fit within these. A 

case is made through the sensemaking model properties to demonstrate the similarities 

and differences between psychological contract and organisational socialisation to show 

the need to study the psychological contract during organisational socialisation.   

 

Weick et al. (2005) define sensemaking as a process that involves ‗‗turning 

circumstances into a situation that is comprehended explicitly in words and that serves 

as a springboard into action‘‘. It is understood as an on-going retrospective development 

of plausible images that rationalise what people are doing (Weick, 1995; Nathan, 2004; 

Weick et al., 2005). Sensemaking focuses on how people make sense of events and 

situations (O'connell, 1998). It is critical for understanding the development of 

employee attitudes and behaviours at work (Louis, 1980). Kramer (2002) notes that 

survival and success depend on people trying to size up situations quickly in the hope of 

discovering what they are dealing with, and at the same time having to act on hunches 

with the hope of forestalling and further unravelling of the situation.  

 

Sensemaking, simply put, involves how people generate that which they interpret 

(Weick et al., 2005). Weick (1995) notes that sensemaking is the invention that precedes 

interpretation. O‘Connell, (1998), Weick (1995) and Louis (1980) draw our attention to 
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the fact that sensemaking is triggered when events violate expectations, such as in a 

surprise. Sensemaking is viewed as a thinking process that uses retrospective accounts 

to explain surprise (Louis, 1980). It is a recurring sequence of events over time. It starts 

when an individual forms unconscious and conscious anticipation and assumptions, 

which they use to predict future events. The individual may subsequently experience 

events possibly discrepant from predictions. Discrepant events trigger the need for 

explanation which creates a process through which meanings of the discrepancy are 

constructed e.g. when an expectation is disconfirmed or an on-going activity is 

interrupted. Sensemaking is therefore most likely to occur following a psychological 

contract breach or unmet expectations. It is also most likely to take place at 

organisational entry as employees try to reconcile pre-entry expectations to experience 

in the organisation (Louis, 1980). 

 

When events violate what is expected (such as discrepancy in expectations, obligations 

and promises), sense unravels quickly as people abandon familiar maps normally used 

to get by in the world (Louis, 1980; Kramer, 2002). Weick et al., (2005) and Nathan 

(2004) point out that sensemaking is both an individual and social activity. However, it 

is considered to be seldom solitary but inherently social. In this sense, individuals faced 

with sensemaking predicaments take other people‘s inputs (which are interpretations) 

and outputs (actions) into account at the same time as they desperately try to make their 

own sense of the situation. Sensemaking is an on-going process (Weick, 1995; Conway 

and Briner, 2005) like the psychological contract and organisational socialisation. An 

example given by Weick et al., (2005) is that individuals take others interpretations and 

actions while simultaneously making their own sense of the event, which is interpreted 

and leads to future actions, and so on. 
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In psychological contract literature, discrepancies can be found when beliefs of 

promises and obligations are unmet or over-fulfilled. From organisational socialisation 

literature, discrepancies can also be found when pre-entry expectations are in 

contradiction to real experiences post-entry into the organization. Because 

psychological contract and organisational socialisation are continuous processes, the 

making sense of events and situations goes on throughout an employee‘s life with the 

organisation.  

 

Weick (1995) identified seven properties of sensemaking, which the current research 

uses as a framework to understand how newcomers (and one employer) formulate their 

psychological contracts during organisational socialisation. The seven properties 

underlining sensemaking are:  

 Grounded in identity construction 

 Retrospective 

 Enactment of the environment 

 Social 

 On-going 

 Focused on and by extracted cues, and  

 Driven by plausibility rather than accuracy 

 

The section below considers the seven properties of sensemaking and demonstrates how 

organisational literature and psychological literature conform well to sensemaking. It 

draws on the similarities and differences of the two constructs to show how current 
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research brings the constructs together. These are discussed one at a time, starting with 

identity construction. 

 

4.1 Identity construction 

Weick (1995) views an individual as a discursive construction where identities are 

constituted out of the process of interactions. The self concept is considered as an agent 

of its own creation. That is, sensemaking is grounded in identity construction creating 

realities where possible ‗selves‘ can emerge (Weick et al., 2005). The sense maker is 

viewed as an on-going puzzle that undergoes continual redefinition where the sense 

maker present some self to other people and tries to decide which self is appropriate. 

This suggests sensemaking as an on-going process positioned in the establishment and 

maintenance of identity situated within three self-derived needs which are (1) the need 

for self-enhancement, (3) the self-efficacy motive, and (3) the need for self-consistency 

(Louis, 1980). A threat to any of the three representations of the ‗self‘ alters the sense 

that individuals make of these images.  

 

Weick (1995) brings to our attention the fact that the core of sensemaking is the 

establishment and maintenance of this identity. While individuals establish and maintain 

identity within the three self-derived needs, they also take the cue of their identity from 

the conduct of others while making conscious efforts to influence the conduct to begin 

with.  The ‗self‘ concept in organisational socialisation can be seen in one‘s desire to 

master job roles in terms of self-efficacy and in the desire to acquire valued goals to 

achieve one‘s ambitions. These could be regarded as the ‗self‘ that the individual may 

want to portray to other people. Identity construction in psychological contract can be 

seen in the desire to achieve valued goals in relation to beliefs in promises and 
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obligations exchanged between themselves and the organisation which are in line with 

the formulation or portrayal of their identity. A threat to these valued goals threaten 

one‘s concept of identity (Conway and Briner, 2005). 

 

The psychological contract is subjectively understood. Even if an organisation tried to 

give the same deal to everyone, the psychological contract would still vary widely 

across employees because of different interpretations. Individuals and group differences 

that shape perception such as personality, environment and more especially biases will 

have an impact on how employees make sense of their work environment and 

particularly the promises they believe their organisation has made to them. For example, 

identity construction in both psychological contract and organisational socialisation can 

be seen in the cognitive biases to valued information, which can affect the making sense 

of events. A deviation from these biases changes the sense they make of the self-

presentation which requires meaning to be attributed to such events. For instance, an 

organisation‘s failure to fulfil a promise related to one‘s work goal ambition may be 

interpreted by an employee as the employer‘s lack of concern about the interests of its 

employees. Another example that one can give is where an implicit promise is made 

during recruitment that employees are usually promoted after two years. Where the 

employee is not offered the promotion after the two years, the employee might assume 

that the organisation does not recognise his or her worth. 

 

4.2 Retrospect 

Retrospect as a property of sensemaking involves the creation of meaning of an event 

through organised knowledge created in the past. The meaning is made in retrospect, 

which means that whatever was discovered at that point in time influence the meaning. 
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Weick (1995) also posits that since the text to be interpreted is based on memory, any 

limitations associated with recalling events will affect the making of sense. Weick 

(1995) notes that the retrospect property of sensemaking is an activity in which many 

possible meanings may need to be synthesised because many different events could be 

taking place at the same time that reflection takes place and people may have differing 

awareness of such events. In this case, there could be too many meanings attached to the 

event.  

 

Psychological contracts are based on retrospective accounts of events. Rousseau (2001) 

has indicated that the formation of psychological contract takes place pre-employment 

(at the recruitment stage), during early socialisation when entering the organisation and 

during later experiences. This starts when the recruit and the organisation make implicit 

and explicit promises and obligations towards each other regarding the terms of their 

exchange agreement. These promises and obligations are then used to predict the future. 

Psychological contracts are therefore based on retrospective accounts of events in the 

quest to make sense of the present and the future. 

 

Literature on organisational socialisation posits that when entering the organisation, 

new employees are confronted with an uncertain environment (Louis, 1980; Forgarty 

and Dirsmith, 2001). In order to understand the environment they suddenly find 

themselves in, they rely on expectations, promises and obligations created in the 

recruitment stage, to make sense of the present (Louis, 1980). For instance, as 

newcomers are socialised in the organisation, not only are they expected to learn job-

related roles, they are also expected to learn informal requirements of their job (Miller 

and Jablin, 1991), which includes the culture and values of the organisation. At the 
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anticipatory stage of organisational socialisation, newcomers have expectations of what 

they expect to receive from the organisation as well as expectations of what to give to 

the employer. At this early stage of socialisation, expectations are developed during 

recruitment and selection processes (Louis, 1980). At the encounter stage, newcomers 

are known to be confronted with an uncertain environment (Miller and Jablin, 1991; 

Robinson et al., 1994; Ho et al., n.d.), when they realise that their expectations are 

discrepant from real experiences. In order to make sense of the events, retrospective 

accounts of expectations are retrieved to construct the meaning of the discrepancy. That 

is, meaning of events is made in retrospect and influenced by whatever is discovered at 

that point in time. Retrospective accounts are used by newcomers throughout the 

different stages of organisational socialisation whenever the need arises. As each 

boundary is crossed, be it external (from an outsider to being an insider) or internal 

(changes or development in new skills, values, or role changes), retrospective accounts 

are used through which meaning of the discrepancy is constructed.  

 

In the literature of psychological contract and organisational socialisation, the 

newcomer uses retrospective accounts to make sense of events. While psychological 

contract involves promissory beliefs of obligation and expectations, organisational 

socialisation involves adjusting beliefs of expectations. Therefore initial expectations, 

obligations and promises acquired during the interview and selection process and other 

information sources that shape those beliefs serve as a frame of reference for the 

employment behaviour. It is worth noting that as much as beliefs of expectations are 

formed through organisational socialisation, so are beliefs of promises and obligations. 

Psychological contract in employment does not exist detached from organisational 

socialisation. 
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These three types of beliefs are very important as newcomers use them retrospectively 

to understand events at work. A point already stated earlier is that separating these three 

beliefs in reality is difficult. Psychological contract researchers have not shown at what 

point an expectation becomes an obligation and at what point an obligation becomes a 

promise. This gives us the more reason to study the psychological contract during 

organisational socialisation because the former provides us with beliefs of promises and 

obligations while the latter provides beliefs of expectations. Guest (1998a) again points 

out that focusing on promises may be irrelevant to certain populations such as in short-

term contracts.  

 

4.3 Social aspect 

Sensemaking is a social process combining human thinking and social functioning 

(Weick, 1995; Nathan, 2004). Weick (1995) draws our attention to the fact that 

sensemaking is social as it attempts to understand and explain how the thought, feeling 

and behaviour of individuals are influenced by the presence of others (whether imagined 

or actual). Human thinking and the social functioning are essential aspects of one 

another as they shape the interpretation of events. The human thoughts, feelings and 

behaviours of individuals are seen as influenced by the actual, imagined or implied 

presence of others. Sensemaking is seen as non-solitary because what a person does 

internally is contingent on others (Weick, 1995; Nathan, 2004). Although sensemaking 

is conceptualised as a social activity, Weick (1995) warns that it is also important to 

have a distinctive view of the forms that social influence may take, since shared 

meaning or social construction does not exhaust all there is to say about social 

sensemaking. He posits that 
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‗‗sensemaking is also social when people coordinate their actions on grounds 

other than shared meanings as when joint actions are coordinated by equivalent 

meaning, distributed meanings, overlapping views of ambiguous events, or 

nondisclosive intimacy.’’ (Weick, 1995:42) 

 

Psychological contracts are both transactional and relational. The relational nature is 

concerned with the exchange of personal and socio-emotional attributes (Conway and 

Briner, 2005). They are also characterised by trust between contract makers and longer 

term time frames such as the employee commitment for job security. As a social 

exchange phenomenon, psychological contract is viewed as perceptions of an exchange 

agreement between two parties in the exchange agreement. The action of one party, 

either actual or implied, influences the feeling and thoughts of the other, triggering the 

need to attach meaning to events. Perceptions of promises and obligations are therefore 

socially constructed by parties in the employment relationship, as newcomers are 

socialised into the organisation. The social aspect of sensemaking can be seen during 

interview and selection stages, through observation and seeking information from other 

people in the organisation and formulation of perceptions based on job descriptions and 

company manuals. In such cases, influence of the ‗other‘ party is evident bringing 

together the human thinking and social aspect of sensemaking.   

 

The social element of sensemaking can also be identified in organisational socialisation 

of newcomers. Organisational socialisation plays a role in adjusting employee 

expectations at the encounter phase and in clarifying performance criteria expected of 

newcomers, which does not stop at an individual level but also applies at team level 

(Ardts et al., 2001). The social aspect can be seen through interactions between the 

employee and the organisation, and also between the employee and co-workers as 
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expectations are adjusted by the organisation. Individuals have been known to learn 

behavioural norms by watching and working with co-workers (Rousseau, 1995).  

 

Whereas the unit of analysis in psychological contract takes place between the 

organisation and the employee, in organisational socialisation it takes a step further to 

include the group. In organisational socialisation, the cultural norms and values are 

shared by everyone. The culture spells out what is expected of employees during their 

stay with the organisation (Argyris, 1960; Wanous, 1976; Schein, 1980; Wanous, 1997; 

Ardts et al., 2001). To become a fully fledged member of the organisation, one needs to 

embrace its culture (Ardts et al., 2001). This cultural aspect involves shared meanings 

within the group, which differentiates the social element of organisational socialisation 

from that of psychological contract. However, as much as psychological contracts exist 

between the employees and the organisation, one cannot ignore that they are subjected 

to social influence from informal contract makers such as co-workers and peers 

(Conway and Briner, 2005). Ho et al. (n.d.) found evidence that employees tend to 

adopt psychological contract-related perceptions similar to those of their friends and 

advice givers. Empirical research has however not yet established the extent to which 

these contract makers influence the formation of psychological contract. The social 

aspect of sensemaking between the employee and the organisation can be found in both 

psychological contract and organisational socialisation. This is where beliefs of 

expectations are adjusted between the employee and the employer in organisational 

socialisation, and beliefs of promises and obligations are exchanged in psychological 

contract.  
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4.4 Accuracy vs. Plausibility 

This property postulates that accuracy in sensemaking is not a necessary condition, 

since sensemaking relies on plausibility, conceivability and reasonableness. This is 

because giving meaning to an event, of which there could be many due to multiple cues 

that individuals are exposed to, is done in retrospect.  

 

Since making sense of events is retrospective, newcomers rely on memory to 

understand the present. This therefore means that limitations associated with recalling 

events will affect the making of sense (Conway and Briner, 2005). The further back one 

has to recall, the more distorted the information will be. Senge (1990) (cited by 

Woodside, 2001) states that people are good at sensemaking and that they easily create 

meaning from very few stimuli. This effortless ability to create meaning is viewed by 

some (Woodside, 2001) as resulting in highly incomplete, misleading and inaccurate 

opinions of other people or how processes operate and could lead to ineffective 

decisions. This depicts the creation of meaning as subjectively achieved. 

 

However, as much as sensemaking does not rely on accuracy of the information (Weick, 

1995; Weick et al., 2005), so is the psychological contract. Accuracy in the promises 

and obligations made is not important. What is important is what the parties in the 

employment relationship believe to be the terms of their exchange. It is what makes 

sense to them that is important. A sensemaking approach does not see the story as an 

accurate factual account of an event, but sees it as providing a realistic account of the 

event as seen through the lens of the storyteller. This is consistent with the subjective 

nature of psychological contract, as it exists in the eyes of the beholder (Rousseau, 1995; 

Conway and Briner, 2005). What one party may believe to be the content of the 
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psychological contract may be different from the other party‘s perception, given that the 

contract is largely made up of implicit promises. Inaccuracy cannot be avoided even if 

terms of the contract were explicitly communicated because they are still subject to 

sensemaking and interpretations. Secondly, the psychological contract is shaped by 

interpretations obtained from observations of other people and seeking information 

from others which could also be inaccurate. Meaning attached to these two acts will also 

be based on what is seen as plausible. Psychological contracts are therefore driven by 

plausibility, stories that capture the feelings and thoughts of contract members.   

 

From an organisational socialisation point of view, the social relationship that the 

newcomer enjoys with other members of the organisation as they are socialised implies 

that meanings of events are socially constructed and that they share similar expectations 

within the group. Meaning attached to events need not be accurate because meaning is 

constructed from the feeling and thoughts of individuals and what makes sense to them. 

Whether it is an accurate or wrong depiction of what is going on is a different story.  

 

The element of plausibility of the sensemaking approach is valid for both psychological 

contract and organisational socialisation. While this plausibility is shown by the 

subjective nature of psychological contracts, in organisational socialisation it manifests 

from the subjective understanding of expectations which the employer attempts to 

realign to reality after entry or subjective interpretations across groups. These 

expectations are based on what makes sense to the individual and what makes sense to 

the group. That is, what is reasonable to one person or one group can be inconceivable 

to another person or group. The difference in plausibility between the two constructs is 

in the level of analysis. In the psychological contract, the level of analysis is the 
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employee and the organisation, while in organisational socialisation it includes the 

group. For someone interested in investigating if a psychological contract can be held as 

a group, probably the group dimension of plausibility as in organisational socialisation 

would be important to consider.  

 

4.5 Extracted Cues 

This property states that since sensemaking is swift and makes people see the product 

rather than process, it is important to watch how people deal with dilemmas, prolonged 

puzzles, and the way people notice extracted cues and attach meaning to what they 

extract (Weick, 1995). Weick (1995:49) states that extracted cues involve ‗‗simple 

familiar structures that are seeds from which people develop a larger sense of what may 

be occurring‘‘. Content affects what is extracted as a cue, and affects how the extracted 

cue is then interpreted (Weick, 1995; Nathan, 2004).  

 

Organisations have been known to use employment adverts as a form of self 

presentation that offers information about their employment exchange (Rafaeli, 2006). 

These adverts are a source of information about employee contributions desired by the 

organisation and organisational inducements given in return. At first contact with the 

organisation, individuals extract cues during the recruitment and selection process. 

Beliefs of expectations, obligations and promises are extracted by both parties during 

interviews, and meaning is attached to them through sensemaking. At the encounter 

stage, cues relating to promises and obligations are further extracted from company 

policies and human resources manuals such as performance review criteria and mission 

statements. More cues are extracted from interaction with managers, supervisors and co-

workers.  
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Employees have been found to select information that is biased towards their own 

opinion, that is, they prefer information that is consistent with their beliefs and neglect 

conflicting information, which explains attendance or non attendance to some cues 

extracted from a variety of information sources. The sources of cues used to construct 

beliefs of promises and obligations are the same as those used to formulate beliefs of 

expectation. From the same company documents, employees extract cues relating to 

expectations, obligations and promises. These are also extracted from human contract 

makers. In essence employees will focus and extract cues from a variety of information 

sources to make sense of events during socialisation which may influence their 

perceptions of the psychological contract.  

 

4.6 On-going nature 

Sensemaking is a continuous and dynamic process (Nathan, 2004). An interruption to 

the flow typically induces an emotional response, triggering sensemaking (Weick, 

1995). An interruption acts as a stimulus to which attention must be paid to initial 

appropriate action. Weick (1995) states that negative emotions are likely to occur during 

interruption such as in breach. Where there is no means to remove the interruption, the 

negative emotion could become more intense the longer the interruption lasts. 

Interruption can also produce positive emotions such as when there is a sudden and 

unexpected removal of an interrupting stimulus (Weick, 1995) or during over-fulfilment. 

 

Psychological contract takes place as a continuous on-going process of contract 

formation and contract renegotiation.  Contracts are formed, developed, changed, are 

fulfilled, breached, renegotiated and so on. As a social exchange phenomenon taking 
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place within an on-going relationship, when one party does something for the other 

party, the other party feels obligated to reciprocate, creating trust and reciprocity (Kotter, 

1973; Rousseau, 1989; Rousseau, 1990; Rousseau and Anton, 1991; Robinson and 

Rousseau, 1994; Herriot and Pemberton, 1997; Millward and Herriot, 2000). This action 

is carried forward into the next cycle. As an employee‘s needs change, renegotiation of 

the contract is needed, which in turn changes the psychological contract over time 

(Schein, 1980). Schein (1980) gives an example of a twenty-five year old employee 

whose needs would be different at fifty. The psychological contract is also likely to 

change due to changes in the needs of the employer. Take for instance restructuring in 

an organisation. Certain aspects of the job might change to meet the demands to the 

employer which will change the psychological contract.   Each time this takes place, 

sensemaking occurs. If one party interrupts the process such as in a psychological 

contract breach, an emotional response is induced which further influences sensemaking. 

An interruption could also be positive such as over-fulfilment of obligations and 

promises. In either case, the emotions induced trigger sensemaking. An interruption of 

the process acts as a stimulus to which attention must be paid to initiate appropriate 

action (Weick, 1995).  

 

The processual nature of organisational socialisation can be understood in two different 

ways. Firstly, socialisation of employees is a continuous process by which newcomers 

develop attitudes and behaviours necessary to function as members of the organisation. 

It involves the long-term internalisation of its values, norms and culture. Individuals 

learn behavioural norms by watching and working with their co-workers (Thomas and 

Anderson, 2006). The information they learn over time is not only important for their 

job roles, but it also shapes their beliefs (Rousseau, 1995).  
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Secondly it is an on-going process that consists of different stages, namely anticipatory, 

encounter and acquisition. These stages are continuous where the last stage involves 

long-term adjustment in roles and values of the organisation (Louis, 1980). One of the 

major roles of organisational socialisation of newcomers is trying to meet and adjust 

employee expectations (Ardts et al., 2001). Within each of these stages, expectations are 

formulated, developed, adjusted, fulfilled, unmet or over-fulfilled. An interruption to 

this on-going process would be unmet or over-fulfilled expectations. Another 

interruption could occur when group norms are broken. The discrepancy should 

therefore trigger the making of sense as the employee tries to understand the event.  

 

As much as beliefs of expectations are dynamic and take place throughout the different 

stages of organisational socialisation, psychological contracts are formed, developed 

and changed within the same stages of socialisation. The extraction of cues relating to 

expectations, obligations and promises is done continuously throughout the employment 

exchange between employee and employer. The dynamic nature of psychological 

contract takes place in parallel to and within the organisational socialisation process. 

Therefore this makes it relevant to investigating how psychological contracts are 

formulated and changed within organisational socialisation, with particular emphasis on 

anticipatory and encounter stages. These are the two stages where a lot of sensemaking 

is assumed to take place (Louis, 1980; Weick, 1995; Thomas and Anderson, 2006). 

 

4.7 Enactment of the environment 

Weick (1995) postulates that there is no singular fixed environment that exists detached 

from and external to people. Attention is brought to the fact that people often produce 
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part of the environment that they face. They act and create the material that becomes the 

constraints and the opportunities they face. Individuals in the employment relationship 

make promises and obligations to their employer and the employer does the same to 

them. This is a two-way interdependent relationship in which the action of one party 

influences the action of the other (Kotter, 1973). When psychological contracts are 

fulfilled, this creates an opportunity for the creation of more obligations as the 

relationship matures based on trust (Blau, 1964). This influences the element of 

reciprocity which is crucial for the continuous existence of the relationship between the 

employee and the employer. Therefore individuals are not passive entities, but actively 

create their environment.  

 

Enactment of employees takes place from the first stage of socialisation. During 

recruitment and selection, individuals negotiate their employment package with their 

employer, which results in creation of obligations and commitments. Therefore they 

contribute in the formulation of expectations that they have. This takes place throughout 

the different stages of organisational socialisation. The role of newcomer as an active 

information seeker has been acknowledged in organisational socialisation literature 

(Miller and Jablin, 1991; De Vos et al., 2003). De Vos et al., (2003) found that 

newcomers who value advancement search for information about career development 

and personal support more frequently, newcomers who value group orientation search 

more for information on work context (social atmosphere and respect for private life), 

and newcomers who value economic rewards search for information related to financial 

reward. This suggests that employees search and concentrate on cues important in the 

formulation and evaluation of their beliefs of expectations, obligations and promises. 

Both psychological contract and organisational socialisation share similar properties 
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about the enactment of the environment. Individuals are active agents who construct and 

enact their environment.  

 

Enactment can also be observed through the ‗self‘ that individuals want to portray. 

While individuals establish and maintain identity within the three self-derived needs, 

they also take the cue of their identity from the conduct of others while making 

conscious efforts to influence the conduct to begin with. 

 

After the demonstration of how the two constructs fit in the sensemaking framework, 

prior literature on sensemaking and organisational socialisation is presented.  

 

4.8 Sensemaking and organisational socialisation 

The link between organisational socialisation and sensemaking has been established by 

scholars. Louis‘ (1980) theory of socialisation indicates that newcomers derive raw 

materials from their past experience and incorporate them into their sensemaking in new 

work settings. Veteran workers have been found to bring with them a range of cognitive 

and other behaviours acquired in prior jobs while beginners bring to the job what they 

learnt through their childhood socialisation and educational experiences (Mortimer and 

Simmons, 1993). This suggests that newcomers‘ past experiences affect their 

assimilation into their new jobs through the self-concepts (personal identities) they have 

developed and carried with them (Erez and Earley, 1993). Newcomers carry their 

mental representations of the self from one situation to another. When entering the 

organisation, newcomers will most likely then enact the dimensions of their personal 

identities. A qualitative study on how new newcomers with work experience adjust and 

assimilate to work settings by Beyer and Hannah (2002)  observed that the self was an 
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important analysis for understanding the unfolding of the socialisation process. An 

observation was made on how respondents constantly talked about how their self-

conception related to their old and new work roles. Their self conceptions were found to 

play a major role in their adjustment. Newcomers were observed as striving to maintain 

established identities they brought with them to their new work settings. They were also 

found to actively participate in their own socialisation through enactment of their 

identities which guided their sensemaking. New employees‘ identities are therefore 

expected to guide the formulation of beliefs of expectations, obligations and promises.  

Literature on psychological contract and sensemaking is very limited, with the 

exception of Briner and Conway (2005) who suggest ways in which sensemaking can 

be adopted to understand breach of the contract.    

 

 

Below is a summary table which highlights how sensemaking can occur in 

psychological contract and organisational socialisation.   
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Table 4—1 Similarities and differences in the psychological contract and organisational 

socialisation sensemaking utilising Weick‘s (1995) seven sensemaking properties.  

Sensemaking properties Psychological Contract Organizational 

Socialization 

Identity construction As in self serving biases 

towards achieving valued 

goals 

As self serving biases 

towards achieving valued 

goals 

Retrospect Based on retrospective 

account of events to make 

sense of the present 

Retrospective account of 

events utilised to make 

sense of events. Eg. 

Preconceived expectations 

utilised to make sense of 

experiences encountered 

after entry. 

Social aspect Human thoughts and social 

aspect between individual 

and employer. Social 

influence from ‗others‘ in 

the organisation.  

Includes group dynamics 

Accuracy v/s Plausibility Is highly subjective. Similar expectations shared 

by a group which may be 

different from those held 

by another group. A 

newcomer whose 

expectations may be 

different from what the 

employer expects. 

Focus on and extract cues Individuals extract and 

concentrate on certain cues 

due to biases towards 

certain information. 

Individuals extract and 

concentrate on certain cues 

due to biases towards 

certain information. 

On-going Is a continuous process Is a continuous process 

Enactment of the 

environment 

Individuals actively 

construct and enact the 

environment. e.g. 

negotiation of the contract. 

Individuals actively 

construct and enact the 

environment. e.g. group 

interactions/dynamics. 

 

 

Summary:  

This chapter has demonstrated the similarities between organisational socialisation and 

the psychological contract from the sensemaking perspectives. Sensemaking of 

newcomers‘ expectations, obligations and promises takes place within the context of 

organisational socialisation. This is where the making of sense occurs regarding 
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understanding promises and obligations that both parties make to each other in the 

exchange relationship. Sensemaking can therefore be regarded as a process through 

which newcomers form and change their cognitive schemas. Psychological contract can 

be regarded as a cognitive schema that individuals hold about their exchange agreement 

with their employer (Rousseau, 1995). Organisational socialisation on the other hand 

can be regarded as a process that influences newcomers‘ cognitive schema. Describing 

sensemaking as a process through which newcomers come to form and change their 

cognitive schemas makes it appropriate to apply it to psychological contract formation 

as newcomers are socialised in the organisation. Studies show that the psychological 

contract changes over time, which supports the need to study how newcomers construct 

and change their psychological contracts during organisational socialisation. 

Investigating psychological contract formation from the sensemaking perspective could 

shed light on how the contract is formed. We know that the psychological contract 

results from interpretations of implicit and explicit promises. They result from 

interpretive processes which are especially salient at the outset of the employment 

relationship. Observing these processes, studying how the obligations and promises are 

interpreted and evolve, will help contribute to our understanding of psychological 

contract formation.  

 

Sensemaking was successfully used by Nathan (2004) to investigate the capability of 

hindsight constructions in strengthening foresight into the future following violent 

shootings and killings in an American school in 1999. The purpose of the study was to 

understand how hindsight can sharpen an event and then use it to improve 

organisational foresight. The organisation‘s memory of its past is seen as an important 

facet of crisis management. Nathan (2004) found that several causes of the violence 
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from human shortcomings (at family, community, school and societal levels), 

availability of guns and cultural xenophobia were present which if analysed individually 

loses their interactive and cumulative effects. Sensemaking of the collective  however 

produced a visible picture on the profile of the shooters to formulate measures in future 

where prevention programmes formulated at school, community and national levels 

were adopted. The study, through a sensemaking framework, gives a richer 

understanding of the history, context and form of the crisis as it unfolded over time and 

how hindsight informs foresight. This thesis would also like to gain a better 

understanding of the processes of the psychological contract as they unfold over time 

utilising the sensemaking framework. 

 

Sensemaking provides an essential supporting structure in understanding how 

psychological contracts of newcomers evolve during socialisation. From the perspective 

of organisational socialisation, its different stages provide an arena in which contracts 

are formulated, developed, changed, fulfilled, over-fulfilled, and unmet.   

 

Sensemaking facilitates the framework for a better comprehension of the psychological 

contract within the social context in which the contract is formulated and evaluated 

during organisational socialisation. This thesis not only depicts the content of the 

contract but illustrates the processes as well. Literature recognises that content and 

breach of the psychological contract are the most heavily researched but very little has 

been done on the process of contracting. Adopting the sensemaking perspective offers 

an approach to better understand the formulation of the content as well as the processes 

of the contract during anticipatory and encounter stages of socialisation.  
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This chapter draws on three bodies of knowledge to explore the gaps identified in the 

study. Psychological contract is presumed to be dynamic and on-going as stated in 

previous chapters. Empirically very little is known about how the psychological 

contract changes after its formulation. The three bodies of knowledge have the potential 

to bridge this gap.   

 

After the demonstration of how sensemaking can bring the psychological contract and 

organisational socialisation together, the following chapter looks at the research 

methodology sustaining the current research.  
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5 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter outlines the methodology adopted in the study. The choice of research 

methods and analyses are guided by a social constructionist epistemology and 

theoretical considerations.  An indication is given on how the epistemological stance 

relates to current research. This is followed by a presentation of the organisations. The 

research process and design are discussed, followed by definition of operational terms. 

 

5.1 Epistemological and Theoretical considerations   

Epistemology reflects the rules that individuals use to make sense out of their world 

(Hoofman, 1981). It is therefore important for the researcher to be conscious of the 

approach they use as they carry out their research in order to adopt an approach 

consistent with the phenomena under study taking into consideration research aims and 

objectives of the study. A social constructionist view is embraced in approaching this 

research. 

 

Social constructionism is of the view that knowledge arises within interplay between 

social subjects and objects in the world (Crotty, 1998). That is our interpretations are 

not constructed in isolation but against a ‗backdrop‘ of shared understanding, language, 

practises etc. (Schwandt, 2003). Social constructionism is the epistemological view that 

all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality, is contingent upon human practices 

constructed in and out of interactions between human beings and their world, and 

developed and transmitted within an essentially social context‘ (Crotty, 1998). It looks 

at ways in which social phenomena are created and made into traditions by actors. That 

is knowledge arises within interplay between social subjects and objects in the world. 
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Gergen (1994, pp.263) describes it as ‗a human interchange that gives language its 

capacity to mean.‘ Social constructionism uncovers ways in which individuals and 

groups participate in the creation of knowledge as they construct their own reality (Burr, 

1995). 

  

Social constructionism approach caution to be ever suspicious of our assumptions about 

how the world appears (Burr, 1995). From a social constructionist epistemological 

position an assumption is made that there are multiple interpretations to be made of any 

phenomenon which depend on the context of the research and the position of the 

researcher (King, 2004). The categories and concepts we commonly use to understand 

the world are historically and culturally specific. That is, all ways of understanding are 

history and culturally bound. In this case Burr (1995) brings to our attention that we 

should not assume that our ways of understanding are better in nearer to the truth than 

other ways. What are considered important are issues such as the flexibility of the 

researcher, the attempt to approach the topic from differing perspectives and the 

richness of the description produced (King, 2004). The research needs to take into 

account the wider context of human action in order to get a full understanding of any 

phenomena. The accounts produced by the research are subjective and a product of their 

own value judgement, which calls for making explicit and critical reflection upon the 

epistemological assumptions that underline their work (King, 2004). 

‘The key to understanding the difference between the constructionist view and 

more traditional views is that for constructionists, knowledge is not what 

individuals believe, but rather what social groups, or knowledge communities, 

believe. The social constructionist position does not mean that people do not 

have ideas. But it does mean that people's ideas are ultimately given meaning by 

their social context. In that sense, it is the social context of meanings that is 

epistemologically fundamental, not their ideational content.’  (Warmoth, 2000)  
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That is, knowledge is fabricated through the daily interactions between people in the 

course of social life. In other words, what is regarded as the ‗truth‘ is a product of the 

‗social processes and interactions‘ in which people are constantly engaged with each 

other. This implies that social constructionism places emphasis more on process (i.e. 

social enquiry is more on how certain phenomena are achieved by people in 

interactions). Knowledge is achieved by what people ‗do‘ together (Burr, 1995; King, 

2004). In the current study the social context of meaning is constructed within the 

employment relation through interactions between the employer and the employee as 

perceived by employees; between the employer and employees as perceived by one 

employer; and between employees‘ interactions with other people.  

 

5.1.1 Social constructionist and psychological contract 

The research intends to show knowledge created by participating individuals within the 

social contexts of the employment relationship. The psychological contract is explained 

as an individual‘s phenomenon.  The psychological contract is based on what each party 

perceives to be owed by both parties in the employment relationship. Nathan (2004) 

urges that the cognitive and social aspects of giving meaning are closely connected. 

Other people are essential in sensemaking efforts as what they say, think or do affects 

what others say or think in return. For instance the behaviour of the employer influences 

the meaning attached to events by employees (individually or collectively). As people 

interact, they do so with the understanding that their respective perceptions of reality are 

related (as in an understanding that the other party is aware of their end of the bargain 

whether implied or explicitly stated). Their knowledge of reality is reinforced as they 

act upon this understanding. Meaning is constructed in and out of interactions between 

the employee and the employer. 
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5.1.2 How has the epistemological position influenced the current study?  

The epistemological stance adopted in current research has to a large extent influenced 

the research design in terms of the general approach and specific methods used. It has 

influenced the techniques of data collection chosen for the research. Consistent with an 

interpretive approach, a qualitative research was adopted taking into consideration 

suggestions by scholars of the psychological contract for more qualitative research 

(Atkinson, 2006). Qualitative research enables study of phenomena within its social 

context and taking into consideration the subjective meaning that people bring to their 

situations (Conway and Briner, 2005). Semi-structured interviews were adopted as will 

be discussed in this chapter. A research diary was also kept for reflective purpose.  

 

In addition to the data collection techniques utilised, the epistemological position also 

influenced the data analysis methods.  It was very important to choose a technique of 

analysis where data would retain meaning within the context in which constructions 

were made by interviewees. Thematic data coding as in template analysis was found to 

be a suitable technique.    

 

With the discussion of social constructionism completed, a detailed discussion of the 

organisations from which interviewees were drawn and sample selection follows.  

 

5.2 Organisations and Sampling 

The following section discusses sample selection and the two organisations. Also 

included is biographic information on all interviewees.  
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5.2.1 Sample Selection.  

Opportunistic sampling was used. Individual organisations and their employees were 

invited to participate in the research subject to availability of new employees matching 

the researcher‘s definition of the psychological contract at the time data collection 

commenced. Brief biographic information of the two organisations is provided followed 

by a brief description of the sample in each organisation. This is followed by how 

access into each organisation was secured. A brief description of the sample is also 

discussed. Further contextual information will be given in the findings chapter. 

 

5.2.1.1 Ramotswa University 

Discussed first is Ramotswa University, followed by Francistown College. 

5.2.1.1.1 Biographic information  

 

Ramotswa University is a tertiary education institution in Europe that has been offering 

educational courses for more than a decade. The university prides itself with consistent 

ranking as one of the best universities in Europe with a student population of over ten 

thousand from different nationalities and faiths. The university employs over three 

thousand staff. It consists of a variety of schools offering a range of both undergraduate 

and postgraduate courses (e.g.  School of computing, Informatics and Media School of 

engineering, design and technology and School of Economics) 

 

The School of Economics, for instance, prides itself on having one of the leading 

fulltime schools in Europe. It has a presumed reputation of producing the best MBA 

students with better job prospects made possible through established links to industry 

and business with accreditations to a number of professional bodies. Its programmes are 

placed in the high ranking of the Financial Times in Europe and the rest of the world. 
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The school has a reputation for employing a large proportion of academic staff with 

international origins. Its student body is also multi-cultural. It also has links with other 

universities around the world for exchange programmes.  

 

5.2.1.1.2 Sample  

This organisation consists of both the administrative and academic staff of the same 

teaching institution. Three administrative staff and eight academic staff of the same 

school took part in the research. For the purpose of analysis, the organisation was 

divided into two groups of employees: lecturers and administrators.  

 

5.2.1.1.3 Access to sample  

For this organisation an existing contact offered a list of newly hired employees 

expected to join the organisation in the near future and this enabled direct contact with 

individuals to invite them to be part of the research. Two of them suggested others who 

they believed most likely to agree to take part. An attempt was made to recruit new 

employees from other schools, but this was not successful as they were subject to time 

constraints incompatible with the research schedule. 

 

5.2.1.2 Francistown College  

Having discussed information relating to Ramotswa University, this section looks at 

Francistown College.  

5.2.1.2.1 Biographic information  

Francistown College is also one of the tertiary institutions in Europe which has been 

providing education and training for over a hundred years. The college plans to become 
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one of the most innovative leading providers of education in the whole region.  It is a 

multi-cultures institution which delivers hundreds of courses to students from across the 

globe. The college has a student body of over fifteen thousand students and offers 

vocational and undergraduate and post-graduate degree courses recognised by 

commerce and industry. As part of its staff, the college employs over a hundred cleaners 

in the domestic services department, four supervisors, one manager, and head of the 

department. Cleaners are hired on renewable temporary contracts. A large proportion of 

them are international workers.  

 

5.2.1.2.2 Sample  

The sample for this organisation is made up of six interviewees, namely three new 

employees (cleaners), the manager and two supervisors in the department of domestic 

services. The manager and supervisors were treated as representatives of the 

organisation and were found to be in direct contact with the cleaners on a daily basis, 

especially the supervisors. This permitted two parallel levels of analysis, one for 

cleaners and one for agents of the organisation. Cleaners‘ turnover is reported at 10%.    

 

5.2.1.2.3 Access to sample 

Access was granted when the HR manager circulated the research proposal to other 

managers in the organisation and a request to new employees to contact the researcher 

directly if they were interested in taking part in the research. For ethical reasons (as 

conceived by the HR manager), acquiring a list of newly hired employees to initiate 

direct contact with them was denied which meant reliance on the employees and their 

managers or supervisors to make contact.  Although a few employees did make contact, 
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none of them fell within the new employee category as they had been in employment 

for more than six months. One of the managers who was about to conduct job 

interviews for cleaners‘ posts expressed a desire for his unit to take part in the research.   

 

5.3 Research process 

The previous section has given background information for the two organisations. The 

following section looks at the research process adopted which embraces perceptions of 

employees and one employer. Detailed below is the research design, data collection 

techniques etc.  

 

5.3.1 Research Designs 

A longitudinal research design was chosen consistent with the desire to investigate 

temporal changes in the psychological contract. A balance was sought to spread data 

collection points adequately at the same time as collecting enough information needed 

for the study. A more detailed description of the design and methods is presented below.  

 

5.3.2 Research Method 

This research, as mentioned above, takes the form of a longitudinal study as 

necessitated by the researcher‘s aims and objectives to investigate both the employees 

and employers psychological contract pre and post entry into the organisation, and how 

these perceptions change over time. To understand the dynamic nature of the 

psychological contract it was necessary to conduct this type of research (longitudinal) 

since the construct is not constant. Promises, obligations and expectations are 

exchanged in the organisations and are known to be dynamic (Schein, 1980; Rousseau, 

1995; Conway and Briner, 2005). At present, little is known about how the 
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psychological contract changes over time as employees are socialised in the 

organisation. 

 

The research process involved three key stages. The first stage was the search for access. 

This involved contacting a number of organisations, either by phone or email, to ask 

them to participate in the study. Individual employees were also contacted to solicit 

their participation. This was the most crucial, and anxious stage as the research involved 

new employees as defined for the study, who were not so easy to find. After access was 

granted, the second stage commenced which entailed data collection, transcription of 

voice interviews and preliminary analysis which ran parallel. Preliminary analysis after 

each set of interview was very important in preparation for follow up interviews. It was 

also important to determine the suitability of the techniques used in relation to research 

goal achievement. Stage three comprised comprehensive analysis and findings which 

are discussed in the next chapter.  

 

5.3.3 Data collection 

For the initial psychological contract, data were collected pre-entry into the organisation 

or within the first two weeks of employment. The data collection phase took one year 

(April 2007 to March 2008). The data were collected for 20 and 24 weeks for 

participants in Ramotswa University and 24 and 25 weeks for participants in 

Francistown College post-entry into the organisation. The difference in the number of 

weeks was influenced by the date at which the employees commenced duty, as they 

joined the organisation on different dates. For example, one group of employees in 

Ramotswa University took up their posts from the month of August to November 2007 

and were each interviewed until 20 weeks post-entry into the organisation. The last 
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interview for this group was at the end of March 2008, the decision for this being taken 

because data collection had already been protracted (one full year). However, this did 

not in anyway compromise the research as literature on organisational socialisation 

states that newcomers‘ adjustment in the organisation occurs most rapidly immediately 

following entry and becomes relatively stable a few months into job tenure (Morrison, 

1993; Saks and Ashforth, 1997). Research has not shown how long the encounter stage 

lasts or at what point the next stage (acquisition) sets in. Data collection adequately 

overlaps the first two stages of organisational socialisation, namely the anticipatory 

stage (which involves perceptions pre-entry) and encounter stage (which involves 

perceptions within the first few months of employment).  

 

5.3.4 Data collection techniques  

The research adopted principal and supplementary types of data collection. The first 

involved periodic interviews conducted pre-entry into the organisation and every four to 

six weeks post-entry for up to six months. To determine what people think, feel and 

believe, Conway and Briner (2005) recommend the use of interviews in data collection. 

The supplementary technique involved sitting-in during Francistown College 

recruitment interviews to observe the bargaining processes involved as the organisation 

searched for suitable candidates. Notes collected during the period supplemented the 

data collected in the principal technique.  

 

5.3.5 Interviews  

As mentioned above, interviews were adopted as a method of data collection. Semi-

structured interviews using open-ended questions were held at different time intervals 

with the same sample, which generated a large volume of data. The emphasis on semi-



Page | 99 

 

structured as opposed to fully structured or unstructured interviews, was to enable some 

flexibility in the flow of the interview which is important for exploratory research at the 

same time as allowing key issues to be captured. Fully structured interviews have a 

predetermined set of questions providing a fixed research design which denies the 

researcher an opportunity to follow up on emerging issues. Unstructured interviews on 

the other hand can leave out key issues important for the research due to the lack of pre-

established direction (Conway and Briner, 2005). A balance between the two designs 

(structured and unstructured) was found by using semi structured interviews. The 

interviews were made up of a few pre-determined questions which gave the opportunity 

for follow-up questions based on emerging issues as respondents answered. Each set of 

interviews was analysed preliminarily to determine the aptness of techniques used to 

collect raw data. A theme connected with each interview was repeated and the overall 

changes summarised. This was imperative for the achievement of research aim and 

objectives. The definition of the psychological contract was given to participants at the 

beginning of each interview as follows (written definition read out to them):  

 

(1) The psychological contract is defined as an individual‘s set of beliefs regarding 

the reciprocal obligations exchanged between the individual and the organisation.  

(to employees) Or  

(2) The psychological contract is defined as the organisation‘s set of beliefs 

regarding the reciprocal obligations exchanged between the individual and the 

organisation. (to representatives of the organisation) 

 

All questions were open-ended, and provided no restrictions on the content of the reply 

except on the subject area. Interviews provided an opportunity to go into more depth 

and clear any misunderstandings. A few probes were used such as ‗anything more?‘ or 
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‗that sounds very interesting?‘ or ‗could you expand on that?‘ or  ‗for example‘ or ‗how 

do you feel about that?‘. While a majority of respondents were very generous with 

information, some were less so. However the use of probes encouraged them to provide 

more information. 

 

5.3.5.1 Why interviews 

The purpose of the interviews was to capture the temporal changes of the psychological 

contract in their social context and interpretive cognitive processes in which people 

create meaning. This provided subjective accounts of events as seen through the eyes of 

the people involved, in their own words. The interviews took the form of face-to-face 

interactions at different locations, some in participants‘ offices at their place of work 

and others away from work at a place jointly agreed upon. These were voice recorded 

with permission of the interviewee. The number of interviews per interviewee range 

from four to six, depending on availability of the interviewees as the interviews had to 

be arranged in accordance with their schedules. A total of eighty-one interviews were 

conducted between the two organisations as indicated below by two tables that show 

when the interviews took place.  
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Table 5—1 Ramotswa University Interview Schedule 

Ramotswa University 

Lecturers  

1
st
  2

nd
   

Within 6 

weeks 

3
rd

  

Within 

12 weeks 

4
th

  

Within 

16 weeks 

5
th

  

Within 

20 

weeks 

Leone  19 June 12 Dec 

(6W) 

14 Jan 

12(Week

s) 

21Feb 

(16W) 

17 

March 

(20 

Weeks) 

Daniel  2 July 

(2W) 

20 Aug 

(6W) 

24 Sept 

(11W) 

22 Oct 

(16W) 

19 Nov 

20W 

Naledi  4 July 19 Oct 

(6W) 

13 Nov 

[10W] 

Leave  30 Jan 

2008 

[21W]  

Zeze  6 July 12  Oct 

[6W] 

19 Nov 

[12W] 

Leave  18 Jan 

2008 

[20W]  

Mary  6 Aug 25 Sept 

[6W] 

31 Oct 

[11W]  

30 Nov 

[15W] 

11 Jan 

[20W] 

Pedro  4 Sept 

(1W) 

 

12 Oct 

[6W] 

12 Nov  

[11W] 

17 

Decembe

r (16 W) 

leave 

Michael 18 Sept 

(1W) 

30 Oct 

[6W] 

27 Nov 

[11W]  

Leave  24 Jan 

2008 

[20W] 

Lizzie 11 Sept 

(1W) 

26 Oct 

[6W] 

23 Nov 

[11W] 

19 Dec 

[15W] 

18 Jan 

2008 

[20W] 

Ramotswa 

University 

Administrators 

1
st
  2

nd
  

Within 6 

weeks 

3
rd

 

Within12 

weeks 

4
th

  

Within 

16 

weeks 

5
th

 

Within 

20weeks 

6
th

 

Within 

24 

weeks 

Patisa 13 Jul  

(2W) 

9 Aug 

(6W) 

6 Sept 

[10W] 

 18 Oct 

[16W] 

15 Nov 

[20W] 

 

14 Dec 

[24W]  

Pamela  17 Jul 

(1W) 

22 Aug  

[6W] 

25 Sep 

(11W) 

24 Oct 

[15W] 

27 Nov 

[20W] 

 

18 Dec 

(23W) 

Kenny 

 

8 Aug 10 Sept 

[5W] 

18 Oct 

[10W] 

29 Nov 

[16W] 

 

19 Dec 

[19W]  

 

16 Jan 

2008 

(W23)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page | 102 

 

 

 
Table 5—2 Francistown College Interview Schedule 

Francistown 

College 

Agents 

1
st
  2

nd
  

Within 6 

week  

3
rd

 

Within 12 

week 

4
th

 

Within 16 

weeks 

5
th

  

Within 24 

weeks 

Leo 27 April 22 May  

(W5) 

14 June (W8) 9
th

 August  

(W16) 

10 

October  

(W24) 

Claudia 27 April 22 May (W5) 3 July (W110 9
th

 August 

(W16) 

12 

October 

(W24) 

Kate 4 May 23 May 

9W5) 

2  July (W11) 10
th

 August 

(W16) 

10 

October 

(W24) 

Francistown  

College  

Cleaners 

1
s
 2

nd
  

Within 6 

weeks 

3
rd

  

Within 12 

weeks  

4
th

  

Within 16 

weeks 

5
th

  

Within 24 

weeks 

Steven  24 April  17 May (W4) 13 June (W8) 6
th

 August 

(W16) 

3 Oct 

9W24) 

Patience  1 May  18 May 

9W4) 

12 June (W8) 7 August 

(W16) 

4 Oct 

(W24) 

Sophia 30 April  23 May [W4] 18 June [W8] 13 August 

(W16) 

8 October 

(W24) 

 

 

Interview questions included the following:  

 Do you think you have a psychological contract with the employer? 

 What obligations do you owe your employer?  

 Why do you think you owe them?  

 What obligations does your employer owe you?  

 Why do you think your employer owe them?  

 What have you done to fulfil your obligations to the employer?  

 Are there any obligations you were not able to meet?  

 Has your employer or anyone failed to meet any obligations towards you?  

 Have you or your employer exceeded your obligations towards one another?  
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All voice-recorded interviews were transcribed (eighty-one interviews): fifty-one 

interviews for Ramotswa University and thirty transcripts for Francistown College.  

Verbatim transcription was adopted to produce an accurate account of all the questions 

and answers. On average, interviews took thirty-five minutes (longest fifty minutes and 

shortest twenty-five minutes). The time for transcription ranged from two to seven 

hours, influenced by length of interview and audibility of content. Accent also played a 

major role during interview transcription. For example, interviewees originated from 

different countries with different accents which were also influenced by regional 

differences within countries. Speech rate also contributed to the time needed for 

transcription. Some were moderate others were too fast and required rewinding and 

variation of speed of the recorder.  273 pages of raw data were transcribed transcripts 

for Ramotswa University (191 for Lecturers and 82 for Administrators) and 108 pages 

for Francistown College (44 for Cleaners and 64 for Agents). 

 

Why current methodology and methods were chosen 

Given that much research on the psychological contract uses survey based designs, 

current methodology and methods were chosen because of the following:- 

 Longitudinal design enabled multiple data collection for the observation of 

temporal changes. 

 Semi structures interviews provided an opportunity to capture the changes in the 

psychological contract within their context and interpretive processes in which 

meaning is created. The interviews also made it easier to observe the 

sensemaking processes utilised by individuals.  

Therefore the methodology and methods are more appropriate for the research aims and 

purpose.  
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5.4 Definitions of operational terms 

5.4.1 Definition of psychological contract  

The research is approached from the theoretical foundation that the psychological 

contract is  

‘An employee’s beliefs about the reciprocal obligations between that employee 

and his or her organisation, where these obligations are based on perceived 

promises and are not necessarily recognised by agents of the organisation.’ 

(Morrison and Robinson, 1997:229) 

 

This definition of the psychological contract is chosen over others because it states 

reciprocal obligations instead of expectations. Expectations are presumed to be a more 

general belief about whether something will happen and are therefore not considered 

obligatory (Conway and Briner, 2005) and are considered by some as not a part of the 

psychological contract. Adopting a strict promise based definition may leave out other 

important factors that are equally important in the formulation of the psychological 

contract. 

 

Although the perceptions of both the employees and the employer are investigated in 

one of the organisations, the research does not attempt to compare how employees and 

employers make sense of the same events since the psychological contract is considered 

to be highly subjective and held at an individual level. 

 

5.4.2 Definition of organisational socialisation 

Organisational socialisation is the ―learning process by which newcomers develop 

attitudes and behaviours that are necessary to function as a fully-fledged member of the 
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organisation‖ (Ardts et al., 2001). This is whereby a new employee in the organisation 

adapts from being an outsider to become an insider. This process is deemed to be in 

effect when a boundary is crossed, whether it is external as when joining a new 

organisation or internal as in change or development in new skills; knowledge; values; 

relationships and role change (Louis, 1980; Thomas and Anderson, 1998a). It is a 

continuous learning process that consists of a number of phases, namely the anticipatory 

phase (newcomer develops expectations about the job and organisation during 

recruitment and/or selection processes); the encounter phase (newcomer compares 

initial expectations to reality experiences in the organisation, and makes necessary 

adjustments); and the acquisition phase (long term adjustment in roles, tasks and values 

of the organisations) (Thomas and Anderson, 1998a). Organisational socialisation 

literature has not yet established the time scale of the different phases.   

 

5.4.3 Definition of new employees  

The definition of new employees is individuals who have been offered a new 

employment contract. This refers to employees falling in the following categories: 

 Employees who have been with the employer for not more than two weeks;  

 Employees who have not yet started work; and  

 Existing employees who have now been offered different positions and 

responsibilities in the same organisation. Socialisation literature states that 

socialisation takes place each time an employee crosses a border, either internal 

or external. Each time a border is crossed (as in an existing employee crossing 

an internal boarder), there is a change in the employee‘s roles, skills and 

responsibility (Louis, 1980; Miller and Jablin, 1991). So when an individual 

assumes a new post, they assume new responsibilities that go with their work, 
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therefore an emergence of a new psychological contract on the basis of the new 

position. The beliefs regarding what is owed will be different from what was 

owed in the previous post because the duties and responsibilities are different.  

 

5.4.4 Definition of agents  

Agents are representatives of the organisation who represents the employer‘s 

perceptions about the psychological contract. The immediate managers and supervisors 

are regarded as chief agents for establishing and maintaining that contract (Shore and 

Tetrick, 1994). The current research therefore adopts supervisors and managers as 

agents of the organisation.  

 

5.4.5 Definition of sensemaking 

Sensemaking is an interpretive process through which meaning is assigned to on going 

occurrences (Nathan, 2004).  

5.5 Ethical considerations related to data collection 

In conclusion, the research was guided by the following ethical considerations. As one 

of the principles of social research, people are required to participate voluntarily in any 

study and in this case, they were encouraged to take part in the study by explaining to 

them its purpose and benefit. They were also informed that the research required a 

series of interviews conducted at different time intervals and that they were free to 

withdraw from the study at anytime. One interviewee was withdrawn from the research 

after the first interview because of subsequent failure to attend.   

 



Page | 107 

 

Another ethical principle kept in mind at all times was confidentiality and anonymity 

(De Vaus, 2001; Robson, 2002). Participants were promised that necessary steps would 

be adopted to keep their identities secret at all times. Data collected were not to be made 

available to any third party and their names and those of their employers were changed. 

Changes were also made to any part of the information that could reveal their identities.  

 

Another principle observed was ensuring the accuracy of the data during transcription of 

the interviews. Data were transcribed verbatim. At no point were data ever falsified to 

suit researcher needs.  

 

Summary:  

This chapter looked at social constructionism as the epistemological position supporting 

the current study. An indication is given of how the epistemology influenced the 

research. The chapter also looked at the research methods and design adopted in the 

study and the sampling technique chosen. A presentation of the two organisations is 

given where biographic information of each organisation is articulated, followed by 

sample size of each study and how access was granted for the research. The chapter 

concluded by looking at ethical considerations governing the current research 

(disclosure, voluntary participation and anonymity). Having discussed the above in 

research methodology, the next chapter discusses how the data were analysed.   
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6 DATA ANALYSIS PROCESS 

Introduction 

This chapter examines the analytical processes used in the analysis of collected data. 

The chapter starts with a brief introduction to qualitative research analysis. This is 

followed by a brief description of the template analysis and why the technique was 

chosen. The chapter then gives a full description on how the approach was used to 

analyse data. The role of sensemaking is also discussed.  

   

6.1 Qualitative Method of Date Analysis 

At present, an agreed definition of ‗qualitative‘ methods in research has not yet been 

agreed by researchers. This is particularly emphasised by Symon and Cassell (2004) 

who illustrate that some researchers who claim to be engaged in qualitative research 

quantify their data such as by counting frequencies of interview responses. For a social 

constructionist, an agreement of the definition of qualitative methods is not a necessity 

as there are multiple interpretations to be made of any phenomenon depending on the 

context of research and position of the researchers. Therefore what may be considered 

as ‗qualitative methods‘ by one person may not necessarily be viewed by others in the 

same manner. Burr (1995) brings to our attention that one‘s own ways of understanding 

a phenomenon is not nearer the truth than other ways. Therefore this research makes a 

qualitative claim given the choices of data collection and data analysis techniques 

adopted (semi-structures interviews and template analysis).  

 

6.2 Template Analysis  

Thematic analysis of text was accomplished by using templates. Template analysis is 

described as: 
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‗‗The essence of template analysis is that the researcher produces a list of codes 

(template) representing themes identified in their textual data. Some of these will 

usually be defined a priori, but they will be modified and added to as the 

researcher reads and interprets the text.’’ (King, 2004) 

 

King (2004) states that the core of template analysis is that the researcher produces a list 

of codes representing themes identified in raw data. Templates are arranged in an order 

that depicts the relationship between themes which are defined by the researcher (King, 

1998). Thematic analysis is an inductive approach because categories into which themes 

are sorted are not decided prior to coding the data. Themes are generated from the data. 

In essence, thematic coding can take the researcher into issues and problems that she 

never anticipated (Ezzy, 2002).  Although themes are not generally pre determined, 

general issues that are of interest can be generated a priori (Ezzy, 2002). Codes 

determined a priori are then modified and added to the list as the researcher reads and 

interprets text. 

 

The process of coding in thematic analysis is the identification of themes and concepts 

in the data where the researcher attempts to build a systematic account of what has been 

observed and recorded. Theory emerges though this coding process (De Vaus, 2001). 

 

The technique of template analysis allows within and across case analysis. Templates 

can also be applied by those adopting the positivist end of the qualitative research 

continuum where the codes will be predetermined and tightly defined (King, 2004). The 

use of template analysis in a social constructionist orientation allows a flexible use of 

specified procedures which permits the researcher to tailor the analysis to meet his or 

her own requirements.  
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From a social constructionist position, the researcher assumes that there are multiple 

interpretations to be made of any phenomenon which depends on the context of the 

research and the position of the researcher. In that case, coding reliability is irrelevant 

(King, 2004). What is important is the richness of the description produced and the 

flexibility of the researcher.   

 

6.2.1 Hierarchical coding 

Codes can be hierarchically coded, producing a constellation of similar codes clustered 

together at different hierarchical levels. This permits text to be analysed at varying 

levels of specificity. King (1998; 2004) states that broad higher order codes can provide 

a good overview and direction of interview, while very fine distinctions can be made 

both within and between cases enabled by detailed various lower level cases. While the 

researcher can make as many levels of coding as required, King (2004) warns against 

producing too many levels as it can be counter productive in attaining clarity in 

organising and interpreting text.  

 

6.2.2 Parallel coding 

Parallel coding of segments of text is whereby the same segment is classified within two 

or more different codes at the same level.  

 

6.2.3 How template analysis was used in this research 

The method of analysis required for the research was one that allowed flexibility in 

embracing codes that emerged during the analysis of text, as few codes were pre-

determined in the study. As indicated above, template analysis offers this flexibility. 
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Also required by the researcher was a method that would make it less difficult to 

identify temporal changes in the psychological contract.  

 

6.2.4 Development of the templates 

The templates were hierarchically coded. The analysis took place over time after each 

set of interviews was transcribed. In line with the researcher‘s philosophical orientation 

and choice of data analysis, a few a priori codes were used to develop initial templates. 

King (2004) states that starting the initial templates with many a priori codes may 

compromise analysis as the researcher may disregard data which conflict with his/her 

assumptions. At the same time, starting with very few codes can leave the researcher 

deficient in any clear direction (King, 2004). A balance is therefore necessary. King 

defines a code as  

‗‗…a label attached to a section of text to index it as relating to a theme or issue 

in the data which the researcher has identified as important to his or her 

interpretation.‘‘ (King, 2004:257) 

 

Analysis commenced with the Cleaners‘ group, which was the first to be interviewed. A 

transcript was picked at random and read through. The text was broken up into different 

themes identified within it and codes attached to themes which were perceived to be 

important in interpreting the text. Deciding how to reduce the data and how to display 

the information involved analytical decisions which rendered the process analytical.  

 

The a priori codes were: employee obligations; employer obligations; background 

information on interviewees. These were generated from the main interview questions. 

For example, Who do you have a psychological contract with?  What obligations do you 

think the employer owe you? What obligations do you owe the employer? The a priori 

codes also served as higher order levels categories.  
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At this stage of the analysis, text was coded by writing codes in the left and right 

margins of the transcripts indicating which code the text related to. While this process 

was taking place, care was taken not to miss any section of data related to the research 

aims and objectives.  

 

After coding the first transcript, an order appeared and it made theoretical sense to 

arrange the different categories into five groups since the issues in each category seemed 

linked. This produced the initial template. At this stage, initial codes were descriptive. 

Below is an illustration of the categories generated from the initial template which 

produced five higher order levels. Categories were created based on the similarities and 

differences of issues in the text.  

(i) Background information (text relating to employees‘ background information 

about themselves) 

(ii) Who interviewees have a psychological contract with (text on who the 

employees have a psychological contract with) 

(iii)Employer obligations (text on what the employees believe the organisation have 

towards them) 

(iv) Employee obligations (text on what obligations employees believe they have 

towards the organisation) 

(v)  Contract origin (text on origins of contract) 

 

Microsoft Word documents were created for each category and each document had the 

category name typed on it to differentiate the categories. The transcript was read again 

to ensure that all relevant text was coded. The marked texts on the transcript relating to 
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the codes were then electronically cut from the transcript and pasted on the new word 

documents under categories in which they belonged. The texts were read through to 

ensure they were in the relevant sections.  

 

After production of the initial template, the remaining two transcripts (in the first set of 

interviews with cleaners) were analysed the same way. They were marked with relevant 

codes from the initial template.  Text from the transcripts were also electronically cut 

and pasted under the relevant sections of the initial template. An open mind was kept for 

any additional categories bearing in mind not to force text into any existing category. 

Inadequacies in the initial template emerged which required modifications to be made to 

the template. Two new categories emerged in the second transcript where texts 

considered relevant to the research aims were not covered by any of the existing codes. 

This produced two further higher order levels classified as ‗employee goals‘ and ‗initial 

impressions‘ where two more Word documents were opened for the two categories.  

 

The transcripts were re-read to ensure that all relevant texts on the transcripts were 

coded. The text in each category of the initial template was read to ascertain that the 

quotations were in the correct category. The next step applied to the template involved 

organising the text into sub categories for easier digestion of the information since the 

categories contained a lot of information which made interpretation difficult. This 

process of coding and sub coding is an analytical process where decisions had to be 

made about which texts belong together. The categories were taken one at a time and 

read through, grouping similar text together into sub codes in each category (and further 

sub codes where possible). This ordered the information in a meaningful manner from 

which sense could be made. A brief summary of the information within each category 
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was added regarding what the category contained and a note was necessary about how 

they related to my research objectives.  

 

Below is an example (from the cleaners‘ group) using a small selection of data 

illustrating how template construction progressed. Texts falling within the Employer 

Obligations category were read and subdivided into nine second order level 

subcategories based on the similarities and differences of emerging themes.   

(i) Pay  

(ii) Holiday 

(iii)  Job security 

(iv)  Feedback 

(v) Training 

(vi)  Resources to do the work 

(vii) Protection from harassment 

(viii) Fair treatment 

(ix)  Flexible hours 

 

It became apparent that text within the ‗employers obligations‘ could be grouped into 

two categories namely ‗transactional contract‘ and ‗relational contract‘. The two 

categories provided the second order level categories where the rest of coded text in the 

category was redefined to third order level categories. ‗Pay‘ category fell under 

‗transactional contract‘ where ‗relational contract‘ encompass ‗holiday‘; ‗resources to 

do the job‘;‘ flexible hours‘; ‗job security‘; ‗protection from harassment‘; ‗fair 

treatment‘; ‗feedback‘; and ‗training ‗ 
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‗Employees‘ Obligations‘ category was subdivided into six different second order level 

subcategories namely:  

(i) Time keeping/Work hours 

(ii) To do a good job/Contractual duties 

(iii) Cover provision 

(iv)  Health and safety regulations  

(v) Prioritise work 

(vi)  Sick leave  

The six categories were grouped under ‗Transactional contract‘ and ‗Relational contract 

depending on their relevance to the categories which redefined the six categories into 

third order levels. ‗Contractual duties‘ and ‗Work hours‘ fell under transactional 

contract while relational contract consisted of ‗Cover provision‘; ‗Sick leave‘; ‗Prioritise 

work‘; and ‗Health and safety regulations‘ as third order levels. This is shown below in 

Table 5.1 showing transactional and relational contracts categories before and after they 

were added. 
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Table 5.1: Before and after refining of employer obligations and employee obligations 

categories 

 

Before refining  After refining 

Employer obligations  

Pay  

Holidays  

Resources to do the job 

Flexible Hours 

Job security 

Protection from harassment 

Fair treatment  

Feedback  

Training  

 

Employee obligations 

Work hours 

Contractual duties 

Cover provision 

Sick leave 

Prioritise Work 

Heath and safety regulations 

adherence 

 Employer obligations  

Transactional Contract 

Pay  

Relational contract 

Holidays  

Resources to do the job 

Flexible Hours 

Job security 

Protection from harassment 

Fair treatment  

Feedback  

Training  

Employee obligations 

Transactional contract 

Contractual duties  

Time keeping 

Relational contract 

Cover provision 

Sick leave 

Prioritise Work 

Heath and safety regulations 

adherence 

 

 

 

Another first level order category was introduced: ‗Initial obligations‘ to encompass 

entry obligations.  Two higher order levels, ‗Employee obligations‘ and ‗Employer 

obligations‘, were redefined in two lower level categories under ‗Initial obligations‘.  

This redefined both categories (‗Employer obligations‘ and ‗Employer obligations‘) and 

their subcategories to lower categories. 

 

The background information category was broken down to produce three second order 

level codes. 

(i) Biographic information  

(ii) Cleaning as a career  
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(iii) Choice of employer  

 

Employee goals as first order level categories was redefined to a second order level 

under ‗Background information‘ category since it was broadly defined, producing the 

fourth second order level code within the stated category. Goals reflect information 

about the interviewees hence the decision to move it to ‗Background information‘. 

‗Origins of obligations‘ also produced further three second order level sub-categories: 

documents; interviews; and other interactions. The policy documents subcategory was 

subdivided into three four third order level sub-categories: Heath and safety; anti 

bullying; and anti discrimination. ‗Other interaction‘ produced two third order level 

subcategories: ‗Influence from previous employer‘ and ‗Other people‘s experiences‘.  

At this stage, care was taken not to try and force subdivisions of lower level codes as it 

can be counter productive in interpretation of the data due to ambiguity. This marked 

the arrival at the final template analysis - Template 1 of the cleaners‘ templates.  

 

This process was repeated following each batch of interviews. Eleven templates were 

developed for Ramotswa University (five templates for lecturers group and six for 

administrators‘ group) and ten for Francistown College (five templates each for the 

cleaners and the agents groups). See appendices A, B, C and D for templates summaries 

of the four groups.  

 

Manual analysis of data was chosen over a computer software package. Computer 

software packages circumvent the tediousness of manual data handling(Klaus, 2004). 

They are considered reliable, fast and capable of handling large volumes of numerical 

and contextual data. Computer software packages are presumed to perform logical 



Page | 118 

 

operations in order to ‗comprehend, draw conclusions, make decisions and argue (Klaus, 

2004). On the other hand, a number of drawbacks in utilising software packages as a 

tool for data analysis have been acknowledged (Ezzy, 2002). For instance, some of the 

weaknesses include the following: 1. They limit the richness of data that are analysed 

through de-contextualisation of data. That is, the context which specifies the world in 

which text is constructed is lost when using computers to analyse data. 2.  While 

computer aids are programmed to manipulate characters in ways which are complex, 

Klaus (2004) argues that their operations are confined to the perceptions of their 

programmers. They cannot draw inferences from text or point to anything outside what 

it is programmed to process. As Klaus (2004) and De Vaus (2001) point out that 

computers operate in the content of their users‘ world without understanding those 

contexts. 

 

Current research engaged manual analysis of data as it made it possible to view 

categories within the context of surrounding sentences. This provided details and 

background information to understand more the general patterns and meanings that 

made the described actions logical. The choice of analysis over computer software 

package originated from the researcher‘s own cognitive need and desire to actually ‗see‘ 

the links between the categories to cognitively process and understand texts better. It 

was also important to capture and better understand the salient feelings and emotions 

displayed by interviewees that influence the psychological contract which may be 

difficult to achieve through a computer package.  
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6.3 The role of sensemaking in data analysis 

Previous researchers have noted that research into the psychological contract tend to 

focus more on the content of the contract than on its process. As such it was very 

important to use a method that does not only concentrate on the content of the 

psychological contract, but also shows the process of formulation of the psychological 

contract. Sensemaking was found to be capable of achieving this. Sensemaking was 

therefore adopted as a methodological (rather than theoretical) framework that offers the 

researcher a chance to better comprehend issues raised by interviewees within their 

context.  

 

Summary: 

This chapter discussed social constructionist as the epistemological stance adopted in 

the current research. An explanation is given on how this position influenced current 

study. The chapter then looked at the two organisations from which interviewees 

participated in the study as well as the research design and research processes which are 

also consistent with the epistemological position outlined. It concludes by offering 

definitions of operational terms used in the study. Having completed the data analysis 

chapter, this is followed by a discussion of study findings.  
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7 FINDINGS  

The findings are presented in this chapter, which are divided into three sections. Section 

A provides brief biographic information on interviewees. Section B explains why 

sensemaking was adopted as a conceptual model, briefly illustrating how the properties 

of sensemaking can be found in the data collected. The last section explores content and 

temporal changes in the psychological contracts of employees which emerged as field 

work progressed.  This chapter begins by providing brief contextual information on 

interviewees to give the reader an idea of who they are. 

 

7.1 Section A: Contextual information on interviewees 

As already mentioned in the analysis chapter, data were analysed according the four 

groups. Biographic information of interviewees in their groups is provided below.   

 

7.1.1 Biographic information on Agents in Francistown College 

 

Kate is a 47 year old supervisor at Francistown College. She started as a cleaner and 

worked her way up the ladder. She was promoted to a supervisory position when her 

supervisor retired over five years ago. She supervises morning as well as evening 

cleaners in two different buildings in the college. 

 

Claudia is one of the four supervisors in the college. She is 64 year old married woman 

who completed her formal education in 1951. She has held a supervisory position for 

more than ten years. She also has direct contact with cleaners.  

 

Leo is the domestic services manager at the college. He has been in the cleaning 

industry for 25 years. He has a qualification in estate management, in property care, and 
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security and people management.  His duties include conducting recruitment interviews 

for cleaning positions, overseas cleaning, and acts as an arbitrator during conflicts 

between supervisors and cleaners, etc.   

 

7.1.2 Biographic information of Cleaners in Francistown College 

Sophia: Sophia is a 22 year old Chinese woman. She is a second year full time master‘s 

student at Francistown College studying International Business Management. She 

started duty on the 27
th

 April 2007 as a cleaner in the college, a position she held before 

at a different organisation. She has friends working for the college who recommended 

the job to her. She was informed that the job is easy and that the supervisors do not 

micro manage which means she can work at her own pace. She is in the job for money 

only, to finance her daily expenditures as an international student.   

 

Patience: she is a twenty year old Canadian woman. She worked as a cleaner before in 

Gaborone when she was sixteen, a post she kept for two years. She started her current 

employment on the 23
rd

 of April 2007. She works the morning shift. She chose 

Francistown College because it was the only job advertised. She prefers an eight hours 

shift job, but has not yet found one, so she settled for a three hours shift while she 

searches for one with more hours. The motivating factor about the job is pay. The job 

was recommended to her by her grandmother who also works for the college, as one of 

the supervisors. 

 

Steven: He is a twenty six year old first year PhD international student of Ramotswa 

University studying chemistry. He completed his bachelor‘s degree in chemistry in 

2001. He started work on the 23
rd

 of April 2007 as a cleaner. Steven worked as a cleaner 
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before when he was an undergraduate student. Steven chose this work for a number of 

reasons:- 1. Because the hours of work suit him.  He prefers a morning shift. 2. The 

college is five minutes walk from his house. 3. His friends work for the same 

organisation. They recommended the job. 4. Communication in English language is 

minimal. His wish is to find a better job in sales, but is limited by his comprehension of 

the English language. 5. He needs the money for his upkeep as a student.  

 

7.1.3 Biographic information on Administration group in Ramotswa University 

Kenny: He is a twenty four year old who worked as a Team Administrator for current 

employer in a different school and a different campus. His new post is Postgraduate 

Careers Administrator. Kenny is a part time university student whose main goal is to 

continue his studies and hopefully get a promotion in future. He would like to be 

appreciated and to be viewed as a ‗worthy‘ employee of the university. He holds a 

permanent employment contract. 

 

Patisa: Patisa has a degree in journalism.  He is employed as an Assistant Recruitment 

Officer on an eighteen month contract. He would like to find alternative work as a 

journalist. He is in current employment for ‗money only‘ which he hopes to leave as 

soon as he finds another job. He does not like his job. Patisa finds his work boring most 

of the time and feels dissatisfied with the job over time. He does not see himself staying 

long in the university. 

 

Pamela: Left her previous employment because of ‗lack of job security‘ which she 

believes her current employer offers. She is employed as an Assistant Recruitment 

Officer on a twenty four months employment contract which she hopes will be renewed 
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at the end of the contract period. She would like to retain her post because she finds the 

work interesting. She sees herself staying very long in the employ of the university.   

 

7.1.4 Biographic Information of Lecturers in Ramotswa University 

Leone: Is a final year PhD student who has been offered a lectureship position in 

Ramotswa University. He is a first time full time lecturer whose work goals are centred 

on research and publication. He worked part time as an assistant lecturer for one year 

before taking up this post. He would like to research, publish and be respected as a 

researcher. His choice on current employer is based on the institution‘s good reputation 

whose MBA programme is one of the best in the world. 

 

Daniel: Is employed as a lecturer who worked as a lecturer before at a different tertiary 

institution. He sees himself more of a researcher than a teacher. He produced a lot a 

research outputs in his previous employment. He has published a number of articles in 

highly rated journals. 

 

Naledi: Has been in academia for more than ten years. She joined her employer after her 

previous post was rendered redundant. She sees herself as a researcher first and fore 

most and would like to attain professorship. She is well published in a number of 

academic journals. She enjoys her work in this university. 

 

Zeze: Is a lecturer in her twenties. She completed her PhD and worked as a temporary 

lecturer in one of the universities in Europe for a year before joining current employer. 

She likes teaching but prefers conducting research activities. She chose the university 

because she perceives the School of Economics as a high ranking school which focuses 
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on research which includes the type of research activities she is interested in. She 

believes that it is a good place for progression and professional development. She also 

chose it because of a high match between what she was willing to accept and what the 

university was willing to offer as well.   

 

Mary: Is a final year PhD student in her twenties employed as a lecturer in Ramotswa 

University. She worked as a research assistant and a research fellow for a research team 

in one of the universities in the country. She likes research and sees herself working for 

current employer for many more years to come because she likes the job.    

 

Pedro: Is a lecture in his thirties who previously worked for his current employer as a 

researcher. He was offered a new employment contract as a lecturer when his old 

contract expired.  He is very disgruntled and feels let down by the employer on a 

number of issues (these will follow later during the chapter).  

 

Michael: Is also in his thirties and has been a university lecturer for the past five years at 

different universities. He joined the current employer because he perceives it has a good 

reputation. He also joined the employer because he was hired as a senior lecturer which 

he saw as a promotion from a lectureship position which he held at his previous job.  

 

Lizzie: Is a young lecturer with a master‘s degree. She loves teaching and hates research. 

She views research as ‗a bit of a pressure‘ which she wishes she didn‘t have to partake. 

She considers herself a ‗teacher‘ which is something that she has always wanted to do 

since she was a young girl. She is the only lecturer who has never been employed at 
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university level. She is a new entrant in academia who loves her job and considers 

herself very luck to be working for this university. 

 

Having introduced interviewees, the next section demonstrates instances of 

sensemaking from the data to show the relevance of the framework in this thesis.  

 

7.2 Section B: Sensemaking using the seven properties 

Sensemaking activities are highly salient during the period of organisational 

socialisation (Louis, 1980) during the development of the psychological contract. A 

central tenet of this thesis is that these processes are interdependent, in that an 

employees‘ understanding of their psychological contract is a product of sensemaking 

activities. Sensemaking involves how people generate that which they interpret (Weick, 

1995). This section serves to illustrate how interviewees understand that which they 

interpret in terms of what they owe and what they are owed by the other party. 

Examples borrowed from the data (from both organisations) are used to illustrate cases 

of sensemaking in the data collected.  

 

Weick‘s (1995) concept of sensemaking is based on seven properties that describe its 

main features. Each of these properties is explained below and their relevance is 

illustrated with an example from the data.   

 

7.2.1 Property 1: Identity construction  

The employee or organisation seeks to discover what it thinks and knows about itself 

and the environment, as well as how they would like to be viewed by others (Nathan, 

2004).  Data relating to identity construction can be found in each of the groups where 
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the formulation of some of the content of the psychological contract is grounded in 

identity construction. For instance seven lecturers portrayed the identity of researchers 

with the exception of one lecturer who identifies more with teaching than research. 

Cleaners emerged as ‗job for money only‘ individuals with a moral behaviour of 

fairness. And the employer surfaced as having the interests of the employees at heart 

and moral obligation of fairness and equity which are at the centre of the psychological 

contract. For instance Lizzie‘s identity as a teacher is illustrated by her assertions that 

she loves teaching and has always wanted to be a teacher.   

Interviewer: 

Which do you identify most with? Teaching or research. 

Lizzie: 

Definitely teaching. I am a teacher. I’ve always been a teacher. Ever since I was 

four years old I wanted to teach. So with research, even though I have to do it as 

part of the job, I could take it or leave it. I’m not too bothered about it. I know I 

have to do it. So it is a bit of a pressure, but it’s the teaching that I love. And a 

100% dedication is put into teaching. 

  

 

7.2.2 Property 2: Enactive of the sensible environment 

Employees or organisations create and enact part of their environment through selective 

attention and interpretation, which create future constraints or opportunities (Weick, 

1995). As a response to the employer‘s violation of the psychological contract which 

threatened Pedro‘s (a lecturer) identity as a researcher, Pedro was prompted to tender in 

his resignation. This in turn, precipitated a series of events which were beneficial to 

Pedro. This shows Pedro actively engaging in the creation of his environment.  He was 

promised more research time, a reduced teaching load and access to ‗his‘ research 

money. 

Pedro: 

‗...they said yeah you can have it all. You can have both the money that you 

wanted, which was mine anyway from my research. We can get rid of one of 
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these courses because I was teaching seven courses basically.  We’ll get rid of 

one of your courses for you. We’ll do this.’ 

 

The violation of Pedro‘s psychological contract is discussed in details in the next 

section.  

 

7.2.3 Property 3: Retrospective 

Sensemaking is about evaluating past practices in order to understand things in the 

current context (Weick, 1995). Data relating to this property of sensemaking is 

noticeable in all content of the psychological contract since the construct is based on 

past events which are retrospectively recalled to understand the present and the future. 

The psychological contract is formulated in retrospect and is influenced by whatever 

takes place each time an event occurs. This shows the psychological contract as 

illustrative of the retrospective sensemaking property. For instance, in the cleaner‘s 

group retrospective account of events were utilised to understand and evaluate the 

employer‘s obligation in terms of training, which is regarded as one of the content of 

the psychological contract. The following events were retrospectively interpreted as 

fulfilment of the psychological contract.   

 

Sophia: 

‘They told another cleaner to train me, and show me what to do. I just learnt 

from her. So I have been trained.’ 

 

Steven: 

‘I was trained by other Chinese. They explained everything to me about 

cleaning.’ 

 

Patience: 

‘I was trained on buffing and shampooer. For two weeks I was trained on them.’ 
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7.2.4 Property 4: Extracted cue  

O‘Connell (1998) states that from a flow of actions around us, individuals tend to 

bracket and extract certain elements which become the target of the sensemaking 

process.  The psychological contract is formulated on extracted cues which are implicit 

and explicit. Examples in this study which demonstrate the extraction of cues to make 

sense of the psychological contract can be found below where employees focused on 

institutional expectations in the formulation of some of the content of the psychological 

contract.  

Zeze: 

‘I imagine they expect me to be responsible in the way they teach...’ 

 

Mary: 

‘They tell you that they want somebody who will stay research active, someone 

who has got some teaching experience who is willing to develop as a university 

teacher as well as a researcher....’ 

 

Daniel: 

‘...things like expectations that I take part in module development, teaching and 

improving modules. These are the things that are not necessarily set out in so 

many words but they are expected...’ 

 

Teaching, research and module development were interpreted as some of the obligations 

owed the employer. Cues were extracted from the recruitment and selection activities 

(advertisement and interviews) conducted by the organisation, and some from the  

established reputation of the School of Economics.  

Zeze 

‘Well, we spoke during the interview. We discussed research time.  We discussed 

types of teaching, class size, projects.’  

 

 

 

7.2.5 Property 5: Social  

Sensemaking is viewed as a social process through which meaning is attached to text. 

Social and cognitive aspects of sensemaking are regarded as intertwined (Nathan, 2004). 
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Other people are important in making sense of things since what they say or do is 

contingent on what others do or say (Weick et al., 2005). Weick (1995) posits that an 

individual creates novel thoughts in the context of interacting with other people or 

through internal constructions developed independent of other people to understand 

social interaction.  

‘The work on social cognition is that internal construction of knowledge or logic 

affects our understanding of social interactions. However, these internal 

interactions are developed independent of other people. An alternative view is 

that individual creates novel thoughts in the context of interactions with others, 

and then communicates them to the larger community.’ (Weick, 1995, pp 39) 

 

The fact that the psychological contract is a social construct formulated with other 

people in mind is illustrative of this property. For instance, employees formulate the 

psychological contract with the employer in mind, and vice versa. Cases of the social 

process which create meaning can be found in both organisations. The following 

example from the cleaners‘ group illustrates how this property manifests in different 

ways. The social construction of meaning (as in employee and employer) took place 

through employees interactions with supervisors, the interview panel, reading the job 

description and policy documents from which cues were extracted by employees to 

make sense of their obligations towards the employer and the employer‘s obligations 

towards them.  The job description and policy documents are socially constructed by 

employers with their employees in mind. They are a form of communication where 

organisations transmit information to their employees in a written form. This renders the 

documents social. Reading them triggers sensemaking of the document. Cues from the 

above interactions were cognitively understood as the terms of the psychological 

contract between the employee and the employer. The social construction of meaning 

(through third party involvement) also took place as employees attached meaning to 

accounts of other people‘s experiences. One employee learnt about a cleaner who was 
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moved to a different building after being attacked by a student with a firm warning 

given to the student (by the employer) regarding his behaviour. The employer‘s 

response towards the student‘s actions was interpreted by one interviewee as the 

employer‘s obligation to protect employees from any kind of harassment.  

Sophia: 

‗...I heard something about a student being rude to another cleaner, and they 

fought. The cleaner was moved to another building to work... They protect staff 

from bullies.’ 

 

The social processes of sensemaking are evident in the following ways:  

 The formulation of obligations with the other party in mind with regard to 

what they owe and what they are owed.  

 Social interactions between the employees and the employer (such as 

through supervisors, policy documents, employment contract, job 

description, interview panel) 

 Learning from other people‘s experiences.  

  

7.2.6 Property 6: On going  

Sensemaking is a continuous process. As people move from one situation to the other, 

they make and revise beliefs along the way. It is a continual and dynamic process of 

events in which people continuously seek to understand their meaning (Nathan, 2004). 

The psychological contract evolves over time, which is illustrative of the on going 

property of sensemaking. It evolves over time as an on-going process influenced by the 

pattern of reciprocity that characterises the employment relationship. The continuous 

process of the psychological contract in the study for instance is depicted by pre entry 

formulation of the content of the construct which were found to be dynamic over the 

different time intervals of the study. For example, turning up at work on time was 
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understood by the employer as one of the cleaners‘ obligations towards their employer, 

which most cleaners fulfilled while others breached over the different time periods.   

 

7.2.7 Property 7: Plausibility  

Sensemaking is about what is seen as reasonable or fair. It is driven by plausibility 

rather than accuracy (Woodside, 2001) which is illustrative of the subjective nature of 

the psychological contract. Perceptions of fairness; reasonableness; equity; mutuality 

and reciprocity are central to an individual‘s perception of their psychological contract.  

Plausibility was utilised to make sense of the employees‘ obligation to promote the 

employer‘s reputation. For instance, employees in all three groups made use of what 

seemed reasonable in formulating their obligations towards the employer which 

highlights that the psychological contracts are formulated on what is viewed as 

plausible by the contract maker. For example, by virtue of his employment Patisa 

believes he has an obligation to uphold and promote the reputation of his employer. To 

make sense of this obligation, he believes that by employing him, the employer has 

entrusted him to uphold its standards and reputation. While this was not explicitly 

communicated to him, he felt it was a fair and reasonable thing to do for his employer in 

return. Below is a quote from Patisa that shows this.  

Patisa: 

‗…Because that’s the trust invested in me when they employed me. ... By 

employing me that’s something that I need to do to repay them by doing what I 

feel I should be doing without being told that I have to do it.’ 

 

 

In conclusion, this section serves to illustrate the relevance of Weick‘s (1995) 

sensemaking framework in understanding the psychological contracts of the employee‘s 

in this study. In doing so it has been established that how an employee understands their 
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psychological contract is a product of a sensemaking process. The content of the 

psychological contract and its temporal changes generated through this sensemaking 

process are the focus of the next sections where three research questions are addressed 

in both organisations.  Having demonstrated that the psychological contract is a product 

of sensemaking, the individual organisations‘ findings are subsequently discussed.  

 

 

7.3 Section C: Individual Organisation Findings 

The content of the psychological contract are a compilation of each group of 

interviewees‘ obligation as a whole. They are not necessarily relevant to every single 

interviewee in their specific groups although most are common amongst them. The data 

reflect findings from all twenty one templates in their respective groups (five templates 

in the lecturers‘ group; all six templates in the administrator group; all five templates for 

cleaners and all templates in the employer group) in relation to my research questions. 

For each group, Template 1 provided data for Time 1 period; Template 2 provided data 

for Time 2 period; Template 3 for Time 3 period; Template 4 for Time 4 period; 

Template 5 for Time 5 period and Template 6 for Time 6 period.  The time periods and 

obligations are reflected in tabular form in the groups‘ findings below. Ramotswa 

University findings (lecturers and administrators groups) are presented first followed by 

Francistown College findings (employer and cleaners groups). 

 

 

7.3.1 Ramotswa University Findings 

The following section addresses in turn findings related to the Lecturers‘ and the 

Administrators groups. The findings are based on two questions below which will be 

addressed in both groups (lecturers and administrators).   

 What is the employer‘s content of the psychological contract? 
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 What is the employees‘ content of the psychological contract? 

 

7.3.1.1 Lecturers’ group  

Lecturers‘ group findings are presented next in relation to the study‘s research 

objectives. Presented first are findings related to research question 1 which looks at the 

employer‘s content of the psychological contract, then followed by research question 2 

which addresses the employees‘ content of the contract. Both questions address initial 

obligations regarding content of the contract. Research question 3 addresses the 

temporal changes of the psychological contract. This format for presenting the findings 

is used for the other three groups.    

 

Research question 1: What is the employer’s content of the psychological contract? 

Information relevant to the above research question emerged from the Lecturers‘ final 

five templates. From Time 1 template, text was extracted from category 3.1 ‗Employer 

Obligations‘ and category 4.0 ‗Origins of the Obligations‘.  The categories were 

formulated on the following questions:  What obligations does the employer owe you? 

Where do the obligations come from?  

 

The following table shows the employer‘s content of the psychological contract as 

perceived by employees at Times 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5.  
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Table 7—1 Employer‘s Obligations towards Lecturers‘ Over Time 

Time  1  Time  2 Time  3 Time  4 Time  5 

Obligations 

owed:-  

- Teaching 

allowance 

- 

Administration 

allowance 

-Training and  

development 

- Office 

- Laptop/ 

computer  

- Research 

allowance 

- Research 

funding  

- Conference 

funding 

- Library 

resources 

- Pin board  

  

Fulfilled 

obligations 

- Training and 

development 

- Teaching 

allowance 

- Research 

allowance  

- Office 

- Computer/ 

laptop  

- Library 

resources 

 

Breach 

- Training and  

development 

(PGCE) 

- Library 

inadequacy  

- Resignation 

following 

contract 

violation 

Exceeded 

obligation  

- office 

Fulfilled 

obligations 

- Research 

funds 

 

Breach  

- Information 

on tutees 

-Training and  

development 

(PGCE) 

- Class 

disruption on-

going 

 

 

Psychological 

Contract 

renegotiated 

 

 

 

 

Fulfilled 

obligations 

- Conference 

funding 

 

Breach 

- Left out of 

departmental 

discussions 

- Training and  

development 

(PGCE) 

- Class 

disruption on-

going 

 

- leave of 

absence 

 

Fulfilled 

obligations 

- Conference 

funding 

 

Exceeded 

obligations 

Christmas 

dinner 

 

Breach 

- Training and  

development 

(PGCE) 

- Departmental 

discussions 

- Class 

disruption on-

going 

 

- leave of 

absence 

 

 

Ten employer obligations emerged at Time 1. A lot of emphasis was placed on the 

university‘s obligation to respect the research allowance promised during the 

recruitment stage (at interviews and selection phase). The research allowance is 

understood by interviewees as the amount of time allocated for research-related 

activities as shown in the following extracts. The allowance differed from twenty per 

cent to forty per cent of the workload amongst interviewees. 

Zeze: 

‗..I think I have about 20% for my research. I think that’s what I was told during 

the interviews...‘ 

 

 Pedro: 

‗The university has given me a large block of research allowance. They are 

saying 40% of my work can be research.‘ 
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Daniel: 

‗... That they allow me time and space to research to develop myself.‘ 

 

Related to research allowance is the teaching allowance which interviewees understood 

as not overwhelming lecturers with a heavy teaching load so that they have time to do 

research.  

 

Lizzie: 

‗He has to make sure that I don’t have too much teaching to do. He (head of 

department) has to make sure that I have free time to do research…‘ 

 

Mary: 

‘Also make the teaching load manageable so that I can also do research. I 

suppose their obligation is not to burden me with so much teaching that I cant 

do research.’ 

 

As interviewees are ‗expected’ to take part in research-related activities, which is one of 

the obligations they believe they owe the employer, they believe the employer is 

obliged to provide the following resources synonymous to research: -  

1. Financial resources for conferences. 

2. Financial resources for research activities.  

3. Adequate library resources.  

These are   perceived as necessary as they enable the interviewees to fulfil their research 

and publishing obligations owed to Ramotswa University, as illustrated by Naledi. 

Naledi: 

‘The university will want me to become a very active member of the research 

staff who gets publications, who helps the university develop. The School of 

Economics especially to maintain and further develop its reputation. So it’s 

impossible for academic staff to do without very good library facilities and 

resources.’ 

 

A lot of emphasis is also placed on training and development as one of the obligations 

owed employees. Training manifests itself in two ways to the following interviewees. In 



Page | 136 

 

the first instance, Daniel and Pedro believe the employer is obligated to appoint mentors 

for them who will gives them advice and nurture them to develop as professionals.  

Daniel: 

‘Colleagues take lot of their time and they mentor younger people. And in a 

sense it’s a process where by you develop as a professional.’ 

 

Pedro: 

‘You are given a mentor, someone who will give you advice and show you 

around’ 

 

The other form of training manifests in the provision of university based programmes 

that the interviewees need for their professional development, which include the 

following:  

 Post Graduate Certificate in Higher Education (PGCE).  

 Paper publishing courses and professional courses to improve writing skills. 

Daniel: 

‘...To attend training programmes to enhance my skills.’ 

 

Mary: 

‘And there are things that are in my employment contract about professional 

development.. to provide training in the areas I feel like I really need it.’ 

 

Zeze: 

‘Some formal training on how teaching is done in Ramotswa University, 

demonstration of things. Any kind of course on publishing and grant writing and 

such kind of things.’ 

 

 Leo and Mary who are PhD students employed as lecturers believe the employer 

is obligated to let them complete the programme.   

Lizzie: 

‘PhD was one of the requirements. I don’t have it, so I told them I will do it.’ 

 

Mary: 

‘To complete my PhD ...’ 

 

Emphasis was also placed on administration allowance where interviewees are of the 

opinion that the institution is obligated to offer them fewer administrative roles while on 
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probation. For instance, Pedro believes that new lecturers are exempted from directing 

and coordinating courses.   

Pedro: 

‘And as a full-time first lecturer, you are given certain allowances. You are 

given probation allowance where they reduce your work load. You will be given 

administration allowance where you don’t have to manage courses. You don’t 

have to be the course coordinator’ 

 

Getting the balance right between the three allowances (teaching, administration and 

research) is considered very important in generating time for research-related activities.   

 

Lastly, the provision of offices, pin board, computers and printers are some of the items 

interviewees believe are owed to them to enable them to perform their duties well, as 

the following quotes indicate.  

Leone: 

‘...a decent enough office, to let me carry out my work properly.’ 

 

Naledi: 

‘I need an office of my own in order to have discussions with my students.’ 

 

Pedro: 

‘I was promised things such as a new office … a pin board.’ 

 

Mary: 

‘I think a number of things in a way to provide office space in which I can do the 

job and facilities like computers and things so that I can do my job.’ 

 

Zeze: 

‘... actually they wrote me an email recently asking me what kind of computer I 

want. And I said desktop ... I know they should provide an office you should use 

by yourself without sharing with anyone. I also expect some facilities like a 

printer or something.’ 

 

Michael: 

‘... things like office and printer.’ 
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Research Questions 2: What is the employees’ content of the psychological 

contract? 

 

Information relevant to the above research questions was extracted from the Lecturers‘ 

final five templates. From the first template text was extracted from category 3.2: 

Employee Obligations and category 4.0 Origins of the Obligations.  The categories were 

formulated on the following questions:  What obligations do you owe the employer? 

Where do the obligations come from?  

 

Table 7.2 below shows a summary of employees‘ obligations towards their employer at 

Time 1,2,3,4 and 5. 
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Table 7—2 Lecturers‘ obligations towards the employer over Time  

Time  1 Time  2 Time  3 Time  4 Time  5 

- Research  

and 

publications 

- Teaching  

- Pastoral 

care 

- Students 

dissertations 

supervision   

- Meeting 

attendance 

- Members of 

committees 

- Quality 

guarantor  

for overseas 

programmes 

- Develop 

teaching 

modules  

- Uphold the 

reputation  

of the 

university  

- Undertake 

training  

and 

development 

- Conducive 

Environment 

- Loyalty 

Fulfilled 

obligations: 

- Teaching 

- Research and 

publication 

- 

Administrative 

work 

- Module 

development 

- Students 

supervision 

- Upheld 

university 

reputation 

 

New obligation 

- Students 

recruitment 

Fulfilled 

Obligations: 

- Teaching 

(transformed 

from abstract 

obligation for 

Naledi, Zeze, 

Mary, Lizzie) 

- Research and 

publication 

(decreased in 

importance for 

Lizzie) 

- Student 

tutoring 

- Student  

supervision 

- Meetings 

- Covering for 

colleagues 

- Loyalty 

(changed from 

abstract 

obligation - 

Mary) 

 

New Obligation: 

- Develop 

teaching 

modules (New to 

Zeze) 

 

Psychological 

contract 

renegotiation 

Fulfilled 

obligations: 

- Teaching  

- Research and 

publications 

(increased in 

importance for 

Lizzie) 

- Student 

supervision  

- Module 

development 

 

Psychological 

contract 

renegotiation 

on-going.  

Fulfilled 

obligations: 

- Research and 

publications 

- Teaching  

- Pastoral care 

- Students 

supervision 

- Meeting 

attendance 

 

New 

Obligations 

- To moderate 

courses  

- Coordinating 

overseas 

module  

- Develop 

teaching 

modules (New 

to Leone and 

Mary) 

 

 

 

 

At Time 1 eleven employee obligations which interviewees owe the employer emerged. 

The employees placed emphasis on their obligation to the teaching content which is 

understood through performance of a variety of activities such as:  

 To produce well prepared lectures and tutorials supported by knowledge. 

Zeze: 

‗You know, be innovative to some degree.‘  
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Daniel: 

‘You have the obligation to prepare well, to provide a reasonably well prepared, 

well presented and well accessible material to students.’ 

 

Michael: 

‗I will have to work hard as a senior lecturer to satisfy our students... Teach 

them well.’ 

 

Naledi: 

‗My obligations are contractual obviously, like to turn up on time  for lectures, 

to ensure the lectures are well thought through and well written, supported by 

knowledge, and to give feedback that is constructive and supportive to their 

work and tutorials.‘ 

 

Mary: 

‗To have well prepared materials, and to be well prepared for lectures, to be 

well prepared for tutorials 

 

 Teaching students how to apply concepts learnt in class to the real world.  

Naledi: 

‘...Teach them to apply what they learn in class to the real world’ 

 

 Generate students‘ interest through delivery of interesting lectures and tutorial 

sessions.  

Leone: 

‗To give them I think a relevant, contemporary and up to date and interesting 

input... to keep my lectures updated’ 

 

Mary: 

‘... To do my best to really get them excited and engaged in the topic that I’m 

teaching.‘ 

 

Pedro: 

‗It’s your responsibility to make it interesting for them even if they are not 

particularly interested in the specific topic.‘ 

 

 

The supervision of students‘ dissertations and marking of tests, assignments and 

examinations are some of the obligations owed by interviewees. One interviewee will 

continue with the supervision of her PhD students from previous employment. 
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Daniel: 

‘… I think again the way it works is that all these tasks I would call routine tasks 

which are essential, like Masters of Science or Masters of Business 

Administration students' supervisions, and marking stuff.’ 

 

Mary: 

‘Obviously I will be required to do a bit of admin work like marking or attending 

meetings. Things like that.’ 

 

Naledi: 

‘I have PhD students. I will continue to supervise them.’ 

 

The provision of pastoral care to students by acting as personal tutors and creating a 

supportive learning environment is also emphasised as a very important element of the 

lecturers‘ work which is not necessarily stated on their contract. 

 

Zeze: 

‗To provide them with adequate support so that they don’t feel abandoned and 

that all students feel that I am approachable.‘ 

 

Naledi: 

‗…I think my role is to bring out the best that is in each student, and to support 

them to see beyond the piece of paper.‘ 

 

Michael: 

‗And be nice and gentle with everybody.‘ 

 

Colleagues in Ramotswa University are viewed as an important component in the 

creation of the learning environment through the provision of cover. Providing cover is 

understood as covering other lecturers‘ teaching sessions when the need arises as a 

favour to colleagues. A lot of emphasis is placed on equity and fairness. Equity and 

fairness considerations were often made salient in the relationship between colleagues 

and interviewees. A balanced relationship where efforts are considered similar is 

preferred. 

 

Pedro: 

‗I’d cover for them whenever they needed me to, and they covered for me...‘ 
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 Leone: 

‗Sam covered my tutorials for a day or three hours of that day. So it is a bit of 

give and take. Another colleague couldn’t make a tutorial because of a big 

meeting they had, so I stepped in and covered for him.‘ 

   

Zeze: 

‗Providing a supporting environment, an environment where we can do things 

together. They support me, I support them. And we are happy.‘ 

 

Michael: 

‘Well, the same way I treat them. If you treat someone with respect you expect 

that back. And if you work with somebody and you do your job properly, if 

someone works with you, you expect them to do their job properly. These kind of 

things, but there is no formal obligations between us.’ 

 

 

A supportive work environment also manifests itself in the need for team work as in 

lecturers‘ working together for a common goal. For instance, Daniel emphasised 

working together in quality control where assessment is standardised and grading of 

students‘ work has to be maintained.  

Daniel: 

‘Obviously you have to be a team player whether it’s in teaching or researching. 

In teaching you explicitly work with other people to make sure that proper 

assessment and grading is done.’ 

 

 

As a requirement by the university, employees who are new or relatively new to 

university level teaching are expected to attend the Post Graduate Certificate in Higher 

Education programme (PGCE), offered by the institution. Six interviewees are required 

to attend the programme.  The 18 month programme at Time 1 was considered 

beneficial to both the University (for affiliation purposes) and the employees as a 

programme that trains lecturers to be good at teaching. In the case of Lizzie, the 

programme was also viewed in terms of progression prospects in the field of academia.  

 

 Lizzie: 

‗I was told that even though I had a PGCE I had to do another PGCE at a 

higher level. At the end of it I get a certificate to say I am now a qualified 
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lecturer at university level. And hopefully it should help with promotion in the 

future as well to say to employers I have a certificate to say I am a good 

lecturer.‘ 

 

Pedro: 

‘I was supposed to do that as part of the process of a new start. I was to do the 

certificate. But the course has already started. It’s something that I have to do 

next year.’ 

 

Another obligation related to teaching is module development at Time 1 where the 

following four interviewees are expected to develop teaching modules for their courses. 

 

Pedro:   

‘I will be developing those courses more specifically. I am the course 

coordinator. I am the director of two courses.’ 

 

Michael: 

‘Yes. Module development. I am leading modules. I am the leader for three 

modules.’ 

 

Daniel: 

‘Obviously the implied contracts would be things like expectations that I take 

part in module development, being a part of a teaching team for teaching and 

improving modules...module design and curriculum revision. These are the 

things that are not necessarily set out in so many words but they are expected.’ 

 

At Time 1, a strong emphasis was also placed on research-related activities, as 

illustrated by the extracts below. 

Zeze  

‗That I am active in research. That I regularly publish....‘ 

 

Lizzie: 

‘And I have to make sure that I put some research out in these twelve months.’ 

 

Mary: 

‘I think just to do the job that I’ve been given to do well. So, I mean that includes 

continuing to do my research.’ 

 

All but one interviewee identifies more with research than teaching. Their inclination is 

to carry out research-related activities as ‗expected‘ by the institution, which to a great 

extent is consistent with their overall goals and ambitions which constitute a match 
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between institutional and individual expectations.  The biases towards research 

cognitively inform the dynamics of the psychological contract. The quotes below reflect 

the salience of research for the identities of seven of the interviewees.  

 

Naledi: 

‘My ambition is that in two or three years’ time to be applying for a 

professorship. And my immediate goal is to get my next book written and 

increase the number of papers in order to facilitate my application.’ 

 

Daniel: 

‘I see myself more as a researcher person. I serve a fundamental role as 

performing or carrying out good research and producing research output.’ 

 

Leone: 

‘What I wouldn’t want to do or what would be pointless for me is to join an 

institution that was getting me to do 20 or 30 hours of teaching every week, 

because to me that wouldn’t be rewarding necessarily. I want to publish 

research and be respected as a researcher in my field.‘ 

 

Pedro: 

‘...my future lies in writing, not necessarily teaching.’ 

 

Michael: 

‘Research is something that I enjoy and university does encourage it.’ 

 

 Interviewer: 

‘Tell me anything that you feel would be a violation of your psychological 

contract’ 

Zeze: 

‘Well it probably would be if they suddenly decided that my research time was 

not as large as I was supposed to have, you know like if I have no research time. 

That’s definitely a violation of my psychological contract.’ 

 

Mary: 

‘...now I am very settled in an academic career and what I really want to be is 

an academic and a researcher primarily.’ 

 

Progression in academia also had a strong influence on employees‘ obligations towards 

research-related activities. Being well published is considered as essential if one decided 

to join a different university as one‘s publications are important.  
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Interviewees expressed the importance of forming and maintaining research 

relationships with colleagues both within Ramotswa University and with colleagues at 

other universities. Research collaboration is perceived as important for self-

enhancement as well as relevant for seeking research funding for joint projects.  

 

Zeze:  

‗... that I collaborate with my colleagues. I think that’s its very important that I 

keep contacts...that I develop my network throughout the world, not just in 

Europe.‘ 

 

 Daniel: 

‗You have specialist teams and specialist individuals who collaborate and 

ultimately produce papers or research outputs and bearings for funding. In 

essence, it begs for collaboration relations.‘  

 

Leone: 

‘...If I do my job properly which means I do research, links with the business 

community when I’m doing research, or in a position to kind of promote the 

school.’ 

 

Zeze: 

‗Because my experience tells me that it is really easier and more fun to work 

together as opposed to working on your own. So I hope to work with other 

people and hope that other people will expect me to contribute to their various 

projects.‘ 

 

In some cases, interviewees expressed their desire for assistance in relation to writing 

publishable work to develop their skills. For example, this is expressed by Zeze who is 

relatively new to academia.   

Zeze: 

‘I kind of expect some support that will facilitate my learning process because at 

this point it’s been difficult for me to go out and write great articles of my own. I 

will do it, but I expect some input from people who might have a wealth of 

knowledge on that type of things’ 

 

Related to research activities is the obligation to act as a referee for journals which 

Daniel views as his professional obligation to the field of academia.  
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Daniel: 

‘I do refereeing for journals, I do represent journals, again I don’t get paid for it 

but I do it because it’s a necessary part of the way I view my professional 

obligation really in a sense, if you like.’ 

 

Loyalty emerged as one of the obligations owed by employees which manifested in 

three ways:  

1. Loyalty to the employer.  

2. Loyalty towards the field of academia. And  

3. Loyalty towards colleagues and students.  

For all employees but two, loyalty towards Ramotswa University came out as one of 

their obligations. For instance, Naledi expressed her loyalty towards the field of 

academia, colleagues and students but not necessarily the university. She strongly 

highlighted that she has a psychological contract with academia but not necessarily with 

the employer. She views the university as a non-representational entity that does not 

have a psychological contract.  

Naledi: 

‗And I think my loyalty is more with the profession of academic. But my loyalty 

is to academia in general.’ 

 

In making sense of her loyalty to the profession as opposed to the employer, Naledi is of 

the opinion that her relationship with her current employer is only contractual as 

Ramotswa University pays her salary and provides her with students to teach and an 

office to operate from. She views her emotional attachment as not to any university but 

to the profession of academia. The quote below reflects her feelings about loyalty.  

Naledi: 

‘Ramotswa just happens to be the university that pays my salary and which 

provides me with an office and the students I teach. But my loyalty is to 

academia in general and the students who come in. I just find the relationship 

with Ramotswa for me, as is Lakeside, is contractual. My loyalty, my feelings of 

belonging is not to Ramotswa, not to Lakeside, but to academia’ 
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In Mary‘s case, loyalty to Ramotswa University is influenced by the desire to be part of 

an institution of reputable standing since the university‘s success or failure will reflect 

on her as one of the academic staff. 

Mary: 

‘Whether or not Ramotswa is successful partly depends on me. So in a way it’s 

not pure loyalty to the department, it’s also kind of ambition. So being loyal to 

the department and working hard for the department, it’s also like working hard 

for myself in a way.’ 

 

Lastly, employees believed that they were obligated to offer their service to the 

university such as attending meetings, being members of university committees, and 

acting as quality guarantors for overseas programmes. This is pointed out in quotes 

below. 

 

Zeze: 

‘… and administration work, attending meetings, do the paper work so nobody 

chases me around the university.’ 

 

Leone: 

‘...and on a more practical level probably doing your fair share of 

administration. If you need to be on a committee so that one person doesn’t end 

up being on all the committees then be on a committee.’ 

 

These duties are understood by interviewees, such as Daniel, as implicit components of 

their work. 

Daniel: 

‘Quality control guarantor. This is part of the expected roles for all people. I 

mean I have no issues with that. It’s not a standard part of the university’s job 

descriptions elsewhere. It’s an anomaly.’ 

 

Past experience and knowledge of academia shape the psychological contract.  

Interviewees made sense of obligations based on past experiences in the profession of 

academia.  

Daniel: 

‘...Although this is a new job I am starting, I have been working in academia for 

eight years, so I know how it works.’ 
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Mary: 

‘...having worked in a higher education institution you know I have already been 

a researcher and a little bit involved in teaching.  

 

Zeze: 

‘My experience tells me that ...’ 

 

Pedro 

‘I mean there are certain things that go without saying. Effectively this is my 

first year as a lecturer. Irrespective of the fact that I have some experience in 

teaching from Lakeside...’ 

 

Michael 

‘I mean based on my experience at Gaborone University...we are assessed on 

the quality of teaching and things like that, and to perform well in research. So, 

I think for an academic you need to be good in both teaching and research...’   

 

This also shows that people draw on their experiences of having been employed in other 

universities. For individuals with limited experience in academia (i.e. two years or less), 

their initial psychological contracts where relatively similar to Lizzie‘s who is a new 

entrant in academia. For instance, Leone, Mary and Zeze were not expected to develop 

module, supervise students, and coordinate courses or directing courses particularly 

before entry. Their psychological contracts (in terms of content) were notably different 

from those with more experience in academia.    

 

The above obligations depict the content of the psychological contract at Time 1. The 

temporal changes to the psychological contract are discussed next.  

 

Research question 3: What are the temporal changes of the psychological contract? 

Information relevant to this research question is drawn from the Lecturers‘ final five 

templates, from Time 1 through to Time 5 where temporal changes were observed.  The 

table below gives a summary of the sequential changes of the psychological contract. It 

consists of five columns which represent observations at Time 1,2,3,4 and 5. 
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Table 7—3 Temporal Changes of the lecturers‘ Psychological Contract  

Time 1 Time 2  Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 

1. Breach   

- Teaching 

allowance 

- Research 

allowance 

-

Administration 

allowance 

- Office  

- Redundancy 

entitlement 

- Pin board 

1. Breach: 

- Training 

and  

development 

(PGCE) 

- Library 

inadequacy  

- Resignation 

following 

contract 

violation 

Exceeded 

obligation 

- office  

1. Breach:  

- Information on 

tutees 

- Training and  

development -

PGCE 

- Class disruption 

on-going 

 

2. New obligation: 

- Develop teaching 

modules (New for 

Zeze) 

 

3. Renegotiation of 

the Psychological 

contract  

 

4. Change in 

intensity of 

obligations: 

- Research and 

publication 

(decreased in 

importance for 

Lizzie) 

5. Change of 

abstract 

Obligations: 

- Teaching 

(transformed from 

abstract obligation 

for Naledi, Zeze, 

Mary, Lizzie)  

- Loyalty (changed 

from abstract 

obligation - Mary) 

1. Breach: 

- Left out of 

departmental 

discussions 

- Training and  

development -

PGCE 

- Class 

disruption on-

going 

 

2. 

Renegotiation 

of the 

Psychological 

contract on-

going 

 

3. Change in 

intensity of 

obligations: 

- Research 

and 

publications 

(increased in 

importance 

for Lizzie) 

 

 

1. Breach: 

- Training and  

development  -

PGCE 

- Departmental 

discussions 

- Class 

disruption on-

going 

 

2. 

Renegotiation 

of the 

psychological 

contract on-

going 

 

3. New 

Obligations 

- To moderate 

courses  

- To coordinate 

overseas 

module  

-To develop 

teaching 

modules (New 

to Leone and 

Mary) 

 

 

 

Six temporal changes to the psychological contract were observed from Time 1 through 

to Time 5. The transformations cover breach of the psychological contract, emergence 

of three new obligations, transformation of abstract obligations, fluctuation in intensity 
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or importance of an obligation, and renegotiation of the psychological contract. The 

incidents demonstrating the different temporal changes are discussed in turn.  

 

7.3.1.1.1 Emergence of new obligations  

The emergence of four new obligations (at Time 2, 3 and 5) highlights one of the 

temporal changes of the psychological contract. At Time 2, one of the interviewees 

(Leone) took part in student recruitment in South Africa, a role he was happy to execute 

on behalf of Ramotswa University. Leone saw the event as an opportunity to learn about 

student recruitment.   

Leone: 

‘I was really keen to do that because I have never been involved with the 

recruitment of students before, so it was something that I wanted to see. And see 

how it works on an international level as another part of my experience.’  

 

Two more interviewees, as quoted below, each acquired a new role, coordinating an 

overseas module and moderating examinations at Time 5.  

Michael: 

‘I’m the module coordinator for the financial management undergraduates for 

South Africa and Namibia. I am a module leader also for four modules as well.’ 

 

Lizzie: 

‘I moderate Micro Economics. So I have to read exams from two subjects now. 

It’s an administrative responsibility that’s really important.’  

 

Three interviewees who were not assigned the role of module development at T1 were 

requested to develop teaching modules at Time 3 and Time 5 which emerged as new 

responsibilities assigned to them. For Zeze (at Time 3), the obligation provided an 

opportunity to demonstrate competence in her job.  
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Zeze: 

‗I am trying to write a good module outline for next semester so they can trust 

me with the students.‘ 

 

The emergence of new obligations and responsibilities post entry into the organisation 

changes an individual‘s pre conceived schema about the psychological contract. This is 

brought about by the fact that as new obligations and responsibilities are added into the 

existing content of the psychological contract over time, a transformation of the contract 

takes place. An increase in one‘s obligations towards the employer after joining the 

organisation brings about a change to the contract in terms of its contents. This 

highlights that the psychological contract is not static but is an on-going dynamic 

process. 

7.3.1.1.2 Transition of abstract obligations  

Teaching (as one of the interviewees‘ obligations) shifted from an abstract obligation 

related to the profession of being a lecturer to one associated with personal involvement 

and relationships for some at Time 3. The emotional involvement to teach students was 

felt at a personal level at Time 3 as relationships with students developed. The 

following lecturers felt a stronger obligation to teach good content, to ensure that 

students applied themselves and passed their courses as they got to know their 

background and career aspirations in life.  

 

Mary: 

‗It suddenly hits you that you know if I really do my job badly and as a result of 

that they all fail, then all of those career aspirations are gone for a lot of them. I 

suppose it makes me feel it slightly more you know. I do have a responsibility to 

do a good job here because if I don’t, then potentially I’m messing with people’s 

lives.‘  

 

Naledi: 

‗So I feel a stronger obligation in order to not deter them from study, to 

hopefully stimulate them and for them to be able to develop and achieve what 

they are capable of.‘   
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Lizzie: 

‗It’s just that they are lovely. I feel that because we get on so well ... And I think 

I now have an extra obligation of being friendly back. I think some of them see 

me as a big sister because I get on with them so well.  ‘ 

 

 

A transition of yet another abstract obligation to a personal involvement and 

relationships obligation occurred to highlight the temporal change of the psychological 

contract. This transpired at Time 3 when loyalty shifted from an abstract obligation 

associated with the employer to one related to colleagues and students of Ramotswa 

University, as experienced by Mary. This is influenced by development of valued 

relationships forged during her tenure at the university. 

 

Mary: 

‗I think the loyalty to the department gets stronger as I know people because 

then it’s not just an abstract employer or abstract department. It’s then people. 

So the loyalty is then to the people.‘ 

 

This section shows that over time transactional obligations can experience a 

transformation to become relational attributes of the contract as employee forge 

emotional relations with clients and colleagues within the organisations. Relational 

attributes of the contract as highlighted above can also experience a shift from being 

associated with the employer to be associated with colleagues over time. This highlights 

employees developing stronger effective ties to subgroups within the organisation. A 

shift of this nature shows the contract as an on-going contract which experiences a 

number of transformations post-entry.   

 

7.3.1.1.3 Fluctuations in importance of obligations  

The third change to the obligations relates to fluctuation in importance of research 

related activities.  At Time 1, Lizzie felt a strong obligation to embark on research 
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related activities within twelve months of her employment to fulfil a promise she made 

to the interview and selection panel during employment recruitment.  The importance of 

the obligation diminished at Time 3 as her preference for teaching increased.  

Lizzie: 

‗I still do have that obligation, but to me personally it’s not as important as my 

obligations to my students. I put them first. So even if its still there as an 

obligation, it has decreased in importance to me.‘ 

 

 

Lizzie‘s ‗hate‘ for research adversely affects her desire to carry out research related 

actively. That is, it creates the material that restricts research activity. At the same time, 

it served as an opportunity for her to focus her efforts in teaching. A change to the same 

obligation (research activities) strengthened in importance for the same interviewee at 

Time 4. That change was brought about by the realisation that unlike her, colleagues in 

the department had published materials. She also realised the significance of research to 

teaching in academia and recognises her deficiency. She felt it necessary to reconsider 

research.   

Lizzie: 

‗I am feeling an increase in the obligation to do research. It’s the one thing 

about the job I would change. I don’t like research. Everyone else in the 

department has already published a lot. Everybody else has done it except me. 

My teaching might be amazing but in this job it’s not the teaching, it’s the 

research that counts.   And that’s where I’m falling short.‘ 

 

Lizzie‘s teaching load reduced drastically at Time 5, which freed more time to carry out 

research related activities. A conflict of interest is experienced between research 

activities and teaching, which highlights the complexity of sensemaking. She would 

rather teach than carry out research related activities which she complained about to the 

head of department. Her identity as a ‗teacher‘ once again creates a constraint to 

research. Research is viewed as a ‗necessary evil‘ that has to be done to fulfil her 

psychological contract. 
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Interviewer: 

‘Is your teaching load heavy as well this semester?’ 

Lizzie: 

‘About seventy per-cent of it has disappeared. So I have very little teaching this 

year, which is some of the stuff I have been complaining about. But my head of 

department said because I’m new, it would be best if I didn’t do as much work 

as everybody else.’ 

Interviewer  

‘What does this mean to you in terms of research?’ 

Lizzie: 

‘It means I have to do more research. That’s why I have been given the extra 

time because I haven’t put anything out yet. And I am aware that this year I have 

to put something out. I have to use this spare time now to try and put something 

together...  I love teaching. I hate research. So I am quite upset... I’m not 

pleased that I have to do research. I know that its part of the job, but it’s like a 

deadline hanging over me and it makes me really uncomfortable because I hate 

research’ 

 

This highlights the joint activity of an inducement where the creation of more time for 

research activities by the employer is viewed as a ‗cost‘ rather than a reward.  It also 

highlights an individual actively trying to maintain her identity as a teacher. 

 

The fluctuation of importance of the obligation towards research related activities where 

research is considered more important and less important as certain times by Lizzie 

emphasises the processual and temporal nature of the contract. This shows that the 

significance of items in the content of the contract is not static. While an item may be 

considered very important at one time, the same item may be regarded as trivial at 

another time based on one‘s circumstances.  When this transpires with time, the initial 

psychological contract is transformed.  

 

7.3.1.1.4 Exceeded obligations  

One of the obligations was exceeded by the employer, giving rise to the fifth 

transformation of the psychological contract. While the employer has an obligation to 

provide lecturers with an office, Lizzie believes that the obligation was exceeded given 
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that she has an office which is en-suite. She also displayed her enthusiasm for working 

for this employer. 

Lizzie:  

‘It’s a fabulous place to be. I don’t know why someone would want to leave this... 

my office is great. Not a lot of lecturers have an en-suite in their office... I never 

thought when I applied for lectureship jobs that I would get something like this... 

In fact it exceeded my expectations in general because it’s such a nice 

environment than most places. And here with being in individual hotel rooms, 

it’s such a nice family atmosphere and that’s really exceeded my expectations. 

Every morning when I come in, I know I am much happier than a lot of other 

people. And that doesn’t go away. Some people might start taking it for granted 

after a few months, but I never would.’ 

 

 

Exceeding of obligations highlights the employer going over and above its 

psychological contracting. As employees expect their employers to fulfil the contract 

towards them, going beyond the initial perceived contract shows a positive discrepancy 

which highlights a progressive and temporal change of the contract.  

 

7.3.1.1.5 Breach and violation of the contract  

Psychological contract breach represents the fifth temporal change experienced by the 

interviewees over time. Breach of the psychological contract is a discrepancy between 

what was expected and what was received. Breach affects the smooth flow of 

reciprocity between the employee and the employer and brings into question the 

integrity of the employer (Anderson and Schalk, 1998), which changes the way the 

psychological contract was initially perceived as will be discussed below. Perceptions 

of breach are highlighted by experiences of disappointments and perceptions of inequity 

in the contract over time.  The development of breach post entry shows the processual 

and dynamic nature of the psychological contract. Of the eight interviewees, five 

reported incidents of breach which emerged from Time 1 through to Time 5. Of these, 

Pedro‘s case is quite distinct from the others, with perceptions of breach emerging at the 
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outset of employment and continuing through the time periods. Due to the serious and 

on-going nature of Pedro‘s experiences, these are considered first in more detail. 

 

Within two days of commencing employment as a lecturer, Pedro experienced breaches 

in his psychological contract, issues which were to become a recurrent focus in 

subsequent interviews. At Time 1, Pedro believed that the employer owed him a 

teaching allowance, a research allowance, and research money that he brought in while 

working as a researcher for Ramotswa University before commencing his current post 

as a lecturer. Other obligations owed him include redundancy allowance which 

employees are entitled to when their post become redundant, a new office and a pin 

board.  

 

At Time 1 he felt that the university failed to meet its obligations towards him. For 

instance, Pedro felt the university violated its obligation because he was expected to 

teach eight fragmented courses instead of three courses as a new lecturer. He also 

believes that although the university promised him forty percent of his workload as his 

research allowance, he was not getting the forty per cent because of the eight courses he 

was expected to teach. His perception is that although the employer said he would get 

that much, in reality he did not have that because of the amount of time that would go 

into teaching and preparation for teaching of all the eight courses. He estimates that 

eighty percent of the work load is teaching. 

Pedro: 

‗...  because they have given me so much teaching, and so many different 

courses to teach, it’s very fragmented teaching which sort of increases the 

transaction cost of teaching. It has actually eaten into my 40%. So they say you 

have got 40% but in reality I haven’t.’ 
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Another allowance that Pedro believes the university does not respect is administration 

allowance where new lecturers are exempted from administrative roles. He is directing 

two courses which he believes should not be the case. For all interviewees, the 

demonstration of a balance between all three allowances (teaching, research and 

administration) is viewed as very important, which in Pedro‘s case was not honoured. 

At Time 1, Pedro also experienced breach when the employer failed to allocate him a 

new office and a pin board.  

 

Pedro: 

‘I was told I would get a new office. I don’t mind, I’m not precious about offices, 

but it would have been nice to have a bigger office to have all my work, all my 

books and things in, but ...they say you can have one and then three years later 

or how ever long later, you still don’t have one. It’s all ‘‘we’re working on it, we 

working on it.’’ They are still working on the pin board. If they can’t get you a 

pin board in one month, I’m sure they can’t get you an office in ten years. The 

pin board is supposed to go here. Everything takes so long. I have been waiting 

for six weeks.’ 

 

 

Breach is also experienced producing feelings of mistrust felt by Pedro regarding his 

research money. He emphasised that he brought in a lot of money through research 

while employed as a researcher and he should thus be allowed to use it to carry out 

research. He believes the employer will not let him have it.  

Pedro: 

‗There is the fact that there is distrust that they wont allow me some money that 

I’ve brought in, the fact that they wont allow me to have it.’  

 

 

Pedro felt very angry that the university ‗cheated‘ him out of the redundancy 

entitlement which he was entitled to when his post (as a research assistant) became 

redundant. His current employment contract started one month before the old one ended 

which resulted in the lose of redundancy entitlement of £1500.00. 

 



Page | 158 

 

Pedro: 

‘Redundancy would have been about £1500, so in that way they didn’t have to 

pay me. So that is why I say ‘why should there be a psychological contract when 

you specifically set out as a strategy to avoid paying somebody their 

entitlement?’’ 

 

He felt that the employer deliberately set out to cheat him, arousing feelings of 

bitterness, animosity and distrust towards the university because the employer failed to 

live up to its responsibilities towards him. Attempts to restore the contract were made 

by Pedro by talking to his mentor and head of department. However, this did not 

achieve the desired results.  

Pedro: 

And then a few weeks before the end of September, I spoke to different members 

of staff here who just completely didn’t want to have anything to do with it 

because quite often you get this feeling that nobody wants to be 

confrontational...’ 

 

As a result, Pedro rejects relational attributes of the psychological contract at Time 1 

when he states that he would only perform his contractual obligations and nothing more. 

 

Pedro: 

‘So, yeah, I have legal contractual obligations to teach. There is a work load 

model which says what I’m supposed to teach. So that’s my obligation and 

nothing more because I don’t see them as fulfilling their obligations to me... 

There is zero chance of me working beyond my contract.’  

 

Equity considerations were made salient in relation to breach when Pedro compared his 

contributions to rewards. He believed that his contributions outweigh the employer‘s 

rewards. A balanced relationship where contributions are similar to rewards is preferred. 

The rejection of relational attributes of the psychological contract is his choice of 

restoring equity.    

 Pedro: 

‘I have worked a 120% with a strong psychological contract that lasted for my 

previous time here in the research capacity.’ 
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With the above experiences of breach to his psychological contract it is therefore not a 

surprise that he does not feel any loyalty towards the employer. To make sense of this, 

he questions himself as to why he should have any loyalty to Ramotswa University 

when it reneged on its promises and comes to a conclusion that his loyalty is to his 

colleagues rather than to the employer. At this time, he does not see the employer as 

fulfilling any of its obligations towards him. 

Pedro: 

‗So I have loyalty to my work colleagues. I have loyalty such that if they ever 

need me to cover their work, if they ever need me to do anything for them I will 

do that. So to my work colleagues but not to the institution.‘ 

 

At Time 2, Pedro resigned because the employer violated the psychological contract. 

All issues at Time 1 were not addressed. As someone who has carried out research 

activities for a number of different institutions including government, research is very 

important to him.  

 

Pedro: 

‘And for me, for example, research is something very important and I do a lot of 

research for a number of different institutions’ 

 

Clearly, as someone who identifies more with research, being told that he was teaching 

eight courses and that he could not have his research money showed evidence of a big 

threat to his goals and ambitions in terms of research and publication activities. He 

perceives Ramotswa University as an institution that does not have a research culture, 

but one that is more focused on teaching than research. The perception of a threat to his 

goals as well as failure to resolve other outstanding issues (such as a new office and pin 

board, which some people may regard as trivial) resulted in him handing in his 

resignation letter at Time 2. 
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Interviewer: 

‘Do you think your goals are compromised by working here?’ 

Pedro: 

‘Yeah. Definitely... They don’t want to employ academics, they just want 

teachers. Lack of emphasis on research wasn’t compatible with my goals 

because I am research focused.’ 

  

The cumulative effect of the breaches evoked serious emotional responses from Pedro.  

Pedro: 

But when there are so many small little things that they say they are gonna do, 

and then they don’t, or they don’t find any resolution... So when they say they 

might do something and then they don’t do anything, and it drags on and on and 

on, and lots of things will build up. And it builds up into one big problem. And if 

they are still not listening, then there is nothing else you can do, but leave. 

 

At Time 3, a renegotiation of Pedro‘s psychological contract took place following his 

resignation.  Meetings were held between him, the dean and head of department in an 

attempt to discourage him from resigning. The employer promised to give him the 

research money and to drop one of the courses. Although a new offer was on the table, 

Pedro felt no amount of ‗fire fighting’ by the university could rectify the violated 

psychological contract.   

Pedro: 

‘I’ve had a number of meetings with the dean and head of department and things 

and stuck all the way and said I’m leaving because of these issues. I just had 

enough. They offered me everything but at that point I felt it was too late.’   

 

At Time 4, Pedro was still in the employ of the university but was on extended unpaid 

leave for four months. The decision to resign was put on hold for a few months 

following Ramotswa University‘s advice to delay his decision with the hope that he 

might reconsider and change his mind about leaving its employ.    

Pedro: 

‘What they did was that they said ‘Why don’t you take off January and February 

as a thinking period?’So just hold the decision until March or April.’ So we kind 

of postponed it a little bit. 
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His decision will depend on the fit between what the employer is willing to offer and 

what he demands. 

 

Pedro‘s experiences demonstrate the temporal changes of the psychological contract at 

an individual level. At Time 1, breach of his psychological contract occurred; Time 2, 

he handed in his resignation letter because none of the issues was resolved; at Time 3, 

the psychological contract was renegotiated and a new offer put on the table; at Time 4, 

his resignation was delayed to reconsider his decision about leaving the university.  

 

The above looked at multiple factors contributing to Pedro‘s perceptions of breach and 

violation of his psychological contract which can be traced from Time 1 through to 

Time 5. His experiences show the processual and temporal nature of the contract as 

demonstrated by his perceptions of the act of breach and renegotiation of the contract 

which extended over a long period of time. Pedro‘s experiences contrast with other 

reports of breach which will now be considered as discrete incidents, some of which are 

common to several interviewees. While some of the breaches extended over a shorter 

period of time, some stretched over a longer period where employees perceived the 

employer to continually fail to meet the same obligations towards them.  

 

The first incident experienced by three interviewees, relates to the disappointment and 

anger with regard to the post-graduate certificate in higher education course they are 

required to attend. Although the course runs for only two and a half hours on a weekly 

basis, a substantial amount of time is expended on homework and course projects which 

employees are unhappy about. While the PGCE was perceived by some at Time 1 as a 

good opportunity to learn about teaching and student handling, perceptions 
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subsequently changed following three interviewees‘ disappointments at Time 2 through 

to Time 5, whereupon interviewees began to view it as a waste of time. They are of the 

opinion that the time should be better spent on other things such as lesson preparation or 

on research activities. This highlights dissonance in terms of a clash between 

institutional and individual obligations. 

Mary: 

‗It takes up a lot of time . I feel a little let down by the university on that note 

because if they are going to provide this course, then I think there is an 

obligation on them to make it workable. At the moment, it’s not workable.’ 

 

Zeze: 

‗I was not aware that it was going to be a year and a half affair.  I absolutely 

loathe it. I mean it’s taking 20% of my time .‘ 

 

 

Lizzie: 

‗I have an obligation to be there, Its part of the job. I have to finish that course. 

So I really hate it. I’m sorry to be negative, but it’s a waste of my time. It’s only 

every Wednesday, but when you do the assignment it stretches out for a good 

week or so. And I have lessons to plan. So I begrudge having to do that work.’ 

 

Two interviewees are also of the opinion that the programme is not achieving what it set 

out to achieve, which is to train new lecturers to be good at teaching. Zeze in particular 

voices her anger as she believes the programme assesses her intellectual abilities instead 

of her work. 

Lizzie: 

… But I haven’t learnt anything on the course which I’m quite annoyed about. I 

was expecting to be taught how to lecture really well, and I haven’t gone 

anywhere near that... And other members of staff who haven’t got a PGCE 

aren’t getting a PGCE out of it either.‘ 

 

Zeze: 

‗I feel that we are constantly being assessed on how we develop our own 

reflexive capabilities and our learning process. And that’s the point that really 

makes me angry because I feel that it’s not my work that is assessed but it’s me 

They are coming a bit close... I don’t want my reflective capabilities being 

assessed.‘ 
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Zeze in particular felt the programme benefited the employer more than lecturers which 

she found quite annoying. 

Zeze: 

‗Again, I feel like it’s something that we do for the university and the university 

needs but does absolutely nothing for us.’ 

 

Social sensemaking of this breach emerged as interviewees consulted each other to find 

out if they shared the same sentiments. Interviewees occasionally mentioned that ‗other 

people feel the same way.’  As a response to the dissatisfaction with regard to the 

programme, the interviewees‘ intent was to register their concerns in the course 

evaluation sheets offered at the end of each module.  

 

The second breach relates to feelings of disappointment about library resources (at Time 

2) which two interviewees found to be relatively poor, as illustrated by the quotes below. 

Since the university ‗expects‘ them to be actively involved in research and publication, 

interviewees expected to find an adequately resourced library.  

Naledi: 

‗The library resources aren’t as good as I hoped...‘ 

 

Zeze: 

‘…I am quite struggling with the online resources journals. They have limited 

holdings in all the journals I need and so on. The economics library itself I find 

insufficient academically. The library is small and it is not as academic as I had 

hoped it would be’  

 

In making sense of the library inadequacies, a comparison to past experiences is made 

by Zeze.  

Zeze: 

‘I mean the library in Orapa is a fantastic institution. It’s huge and it’s got 

millions of books in it on all sorts of subjects. The online resources and journals 

and also Orapa Economics School is superb.’ 
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To make up for inadequacies in library resources, alternative ways to access resources 

were considered. Naledi contemplated purchasing books she needs while Zeze came to 

a decision to access online resources through her previous employer until her library 

card expired. 

Naledi: 

 ‘So I will probably be buying more books rather than using the library.’ 

 

Zeze: 

‘My library card in Orapa still works. Because I have access it means I can still 

use computers there. I could sit there and download stuff, bring it here and read 

it here.’ 

 

The third incident of breach entails the department‘s consistent failure to include one of 

the interviewees in departmental discussions regarding taught courses at Time 4 and 

Time 5. As a member of staff, Lizzie felt the employer owed it to her to include her in 

all the discussions. 

Lizzie: 

‗I feel like I am not put into emails as often as I would like to be. And I think they 

have an obligation towards me as a member of staff to make sure I am included 

in all the discussions that take place about the courses, and I am still not.‘ 

 

 

The same interviewee also feels that she is not treated like an equal in the department as 

she is referred to as a teaching assistant instead of a lecturer. She made a conscious 

decision not to take any action about the situation since she did not want to ‗rock the 

boat‘. She anticipates that the situation will improve with time when colleagues become 

more familiar with her.    

Lizzie: 

‘Hopefully, as the years go on and the staff get to know me as an equal rather 

than a trainee, as some of them still call me, then hopefully it should improve.... 

they all see me more as a trainee than an actual lecturer. So maybe that will 

change next year when I’ve been here for a second year, and a new member of 

staff comes in. I may be seen as more of an equal then. But I think that’s quite a 

shame actually that I’m still not considered an equal.... So I don’t think there is 

anything I can do about it really. I think time is gonna fix that.’ 
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Interviewer: 

Have you voiced it out?  

Lizzie:  

No, I don’t think I could really because I would look like I was throwing my 

wrath a little so to speak. I don’t think it would look good. I suppose it’s 

something that I just have to accept.’ 

  

The fourth reported breach concerned disruptive students, something which one of the 

interviewees was unhappy about. The disruption manifests itself in students‘ making 

noise in class while Daniel delivered his lessons which started at Time 3 through to 

Time 5. Daniel talked to the head of the department about the disruption but was 

informed to ‗hang in there‘ as the situation was considered better compared to two years 

ago when students were harder to control. He was informed to send students out of his 

class if they misbehaved which he was displeased about. He compared this new role to 

that of a police officer, a role which he does not wish to undertake. Daniel emphasised 

that if the situation did not improve, he would terminate his employment contract with 

the university.   

Daniel: 

‗I don’t expect to deliver disciplinary issues continuously. And I do not see 

myself staying on for a very long time if this type of thing becomes more serious. 

I cannot stand this kind of nonsense basically. I don’t see my role as that of a 

policeman.‘   

 

 The last case of breach involves failure by the administrators to pass on information 

about tutees to one of the interviewees. The interviewee was not aware that she had 

been assigned students for her care.  Information about her role as a tutor reached her 

mid-semester by default when tutees made contact. She felt the employer let her down 

because tutees needed her support earlier in the semester which they did not receive 

since she was then not aware of her role.  
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Of interest also is Lizzie‘s failure to recognise the employer‘s allocation of a heavy 

teaching load at Time 1 as breach of the teaching allowance. A heavy teaching load is 

viewed as breach by Pedro but not as such by Lizzie because she ‗loves teaching‘ and 

feels that teaching is her job. This confirms Grimmer and Oddy‘s (2007) assumption 

that employees may not perceive breach or violation if they do not recognise it as such 

or identify to it. 

Interviewer: 

‘How is your teaching load?’ 

Lizzie: 

‘It is very heavy actually. I am teaching four days out of five. Thursdays are 

particularly bad. I teach from nine to six without stopping. However, the 

students make up for it. I really adore them. And it is my job. I feel as though I 

can’t complain about it because I am a lecturer. So my job is to teach.’ 

Interviewer: 

Do you feel disappointed about this or not. 

Lizzie: 

‘If I had been doing this for ten years, I would be very upset about it. But 

because I am new, I enjoy it at the moment.  

 

Another factor contributing to Lizzie‘s non-attention to breach is the fact that she 

compares her workload to that of other lecturers in the department. Since the teaching 

load of some of the lecturers is heavier than hers, she does not recognise her load as 

breach.  

 

Lizzie: 

‘That is supposed to be the case, but there are two or three members of staff in 

this department who are teaching way more than they should do.’ 

 

At the same time, one cannot ignore Lizzie‘s identity as a ‗teacher‘ and the possible 

implication it has particularly for non-attention to breach in teaching. That is, the self 

referential aspect grounded in identity. The interpretation of events and how both Lizzie 

and Pedro deal with them are dictated by their own identities. And how they choose to 

address them is affected by what they think is going on. Lizzie likes teaching, 

consequently a heavy teaching load is acceptable. Pedro on the other hand, prefers 
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research therefore a heavy teaching load is unacceptable. This shows influence of one‘ 

identity on the sensemaking of the psychological contract. 

 

Another interesting example where breach is not recognised is Lizzie‘s interpretation of 

students‘ class disruptions, a problem that Michael faces with his students, which he 

views as breach of the psychological contract. Lizzie interprets the disruptions in her 

class as students‘ excitement about her teaching. She likes to see them behave in that 

way. While Daniel comes across as a ‗no nonsense‘ type of person, Lizzie comes across 

as an ‗easy going‘ person which is another identity. Therefore the self-referential aspect 

influences how events which are similar may be interpreted differently by both 

individuals. Unlike Daniel, Lizzie does not interpret the disruption as breach of the 

psychological contract. This also highlights how subjective the psychological contract is 

as a construct that resides in the eye of the beholder. 

 

Lizzie: 

‘...sometimes they just shout out. They are hard to control.  They are like 

monkeys, you know. They would be all over the place. I love it when it’s like 

that...Some of them are really rowdy. But I love it when they are rowdy. If I was 

a crying person who liked everything to be quiet and in its place, I would have 

big problems. But I really enjoy it.’ 

 

Trust also seems to influence non-attendance to breach. Mary reported that the 

university fulfilled most of its obligations towards her over time generally but has not 

provided a pin board she requires in her office. She believes that since the university has 

met its obligations towards her, she has no doubt that she will get the pin board. In that 

case, she does not recognise this as breach because of the trust she has in her employer, 

while a similar event is regarded as breach by Pedro who has lot trust in the employer.  

Mary: 

‘The only thing, it sounds like a silly little thing, that isn’t here still is a big 

notice board.... I have asked for one and I will get one. But I have always had a 
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notice board. I didn’t realise how useful that is until I suddenly realise I didn’t 

have one. But I think overall they are really good, you know. If you need 

something and you can tell them why you need it and why it’s useful for your 

work, then I think most of the time you will get it.’ 

 

7.3.1.1.6 Fulfilment of obligations 

In addition to the above temporal changes relating to perceptions of breach, employees 

also reported examples of fulfilment of the psychological contract by both parties. The 

recurrent fulfilment of some obligations demonstrates the flow of reciprocity between 

the employees and the employer, which shows the psychological contract as an on-

going dynamic process. As more emphasis was placed on carrying out research-related 

activities, the obligation was fulfilled in a number of ways from Time 2 through to Time 

5 by seven interviewees. Fulfilment of the obligation manifests itself in the following:  

 Interviewees working on papers to submit to journals, some of which were from 

previous employments, as demonstrated by the following. 

Zeze’ 

‘I am continuing to work on my paper, the one that’s been submitted to a journal 

of organisational studies. Hopefully that version is going to be okay for them.’ 

 

Naledi: 

I had also been working on a paper with colleagues that had to go to a special 

edition of Financial Economics by today.  

 

Daniel: 

‘ I’ve made a submission. I submitted a paper actually about two to three weeks 

ago... I have got outputs from my previous projects which I have to review and 

work on.’ 

 

Michael: 

‘Most of my time is spent on research. I have submitted one paper.  

 

 

Pedro: 

‘I have a number of high profile research projects that I’ve been working on’ 
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 Individual and collaborative publications: where one interviewee collaborated 

with colleagues to publish a book and journal articles.  

Naledi: 

‘I just got a paper. It appeared in the journal yesterday. Jackson and I have a 

paper that’s been accepted and will be published in March. We have got a paper 

also coming out in March. I’ve got another paper coming up with two other 

colleagues in Financial Accounting and Public Policy in March ...’ 

 

 One interviewee took up a joint research project. 

Leone: 

‘I have started on a new research proposal with a colleague from Durban 

University so we’re gonna try and bring in research funding on that’ 

 

 Leone and Mary worked on their PhD thesis.  

 Leone: 

‘I was also doing some of my own PhD proof reading. And I came back and 

focused a lot on my thesis just to get it finished.’ 

 

Mary: 

‘So the majority of my research time at the minute is focused on finishing the 

PhD.’  

 

For three interviewees in particular (Naledi, Daniel and Michael), their research 

obligation to the organisation was reported fulfilled at all time periods since 

organisational entry.  

 

Other obligations fulfilled by employees over time include:  

(1) Developing of teaching modules as expected by the employer.    

Leone: 

‘I have been involved in the creation of new courses ... generating new case 

studies and tutorials. Restructuring the course and writing new lectures in some 

ways...’ 

 

Daniel: 

‘One of them I had to develop from scratch. The other one, my mentor he 

actually handed all this material’ 

 

Mary: 

‘Macro Economics was the main module that I had to prepare and I did.’ 
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(2) Supervision of PhD students from previous employment.  

Naledi: 

‘I am supervising new PhD students, to bring on next generation of academics.’ 

 

(3) Teaching of students. This obligation was fulfilled by all lectures over the time 

period.  

 

Mary: 

‘Macro Economics was the main module that I had to prepare and I did. The 

first lecture has been taught. And yeah, I got the materials prepared and pretty 

much on time.’ 

 

 

Naledi: 

‘Well I am currently doing one big master’s module and I am tutoring and I give 

two lectures on a large first year undergraduate module, which I have never 

done before.’ 

 

Leone: 

‘I have been active in my teaching’ 

 

Michael: 

‘I think I am doing the best I can to give the students the best learning 

experience.’ 

 

In Michael‘s case, a hand-shake with one of his students and positive comment from the 

student after class is also understood as fulfilment of his obligation in relation to 

teaching and reaffirms his capabilities as a good teacher. 

Michael: 

‘Actually, yesterday, one of the guys shook my hand and said this is probably the 

best lecture. So I was very pleased with that.’ 

 

 

Lizzie‘s identity as a good teacher is also reaffirmed following students‘ overcrowding 

at her lectures as opposed to another lecturer she shares the course with. Students were 

equally distributed between the two lecturers at the beginning of the semester. The 

distribution altered during the course of the semester as the number skewed towards 

Lizzie‘s sessions. The failure of attempts to get students to return to the other lecturer‘s 
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class (that is, through distribution of an email) reaffirmed Lizzie‘s identity as a good 

teacher.  

Lizzie: 

‘And in my sessions I have got students sitting on the floor because it’s so full.  

And the other lecturer’s classes are starting to empty a bit and it doesn’t look 

very good. I can’t help it that I am good... I think word gets around a bit that my 

sessions are a bit chaotic, and students tend to gravitate towards that... They all 

started turning up to mine. I had them sit on the floor; I’ve had them sit on 

chairs with no tables because it’s so full. But I love it like that.’ 

 

This identity is also re-enforced by students‘ complementary phrases towards her 

regarding her teaching where students call her ‗cool and wicked‘. She also received a 

thank you card from one of her students.  

Lizzie: 

‘They tell me... I have been called wicked, cool, and they tell me ‘oh Lizzie that 

was a really good session and I would be like ‘thank you very much I did it for 

you.’  This is a card from one of the students, and it reads ‘Thank you for being 

a great tutor. Wish you all the best in this world.’ So that’s really sweet and I 

think that shows that I have met my obligations. So feedback like that shows me 

that I have met my obligations.’’  

  

The behaviour of her students (overcrowding in class, sweet name calling and the card) 

are understood by the lecturer as indications of fulfilment of her psychological contract.  

 

 

An interesting point to make here is Lizzie‘s attempts to shape and react to the 

environment she faces. While the above suggests that she takes the cue of her identity 

from the conduct of her students, she makes an active effort to influence this conduct to 

begin with. For instance, she takes a jar of sweets to her lectures to give to students and 

has made attempts to make her sessions enjoyable to entice students to show up to 

classes. Students then respond to her efforts positively because of her influence. 

Therefore her efforts shape her identity and influence what other people think of her. 

This illustrates a complex mixture of pro-action and reaction in making sense of events. 
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Lizzie: 

‘I have tried to really make the sessions as interesting as possible. And a jar of 

sweets which is now empty, they all really enjoyed them. And I have tried to 

make it as fun as possible because I teach such a boring subject, and I think it’s 

my duty to engage them as part of my job.’ 

   

This complex mixture of shaping and reacting to the environment (pro-action and 

reaction) is also apparent in the accounts of others with regard to both their teaching and 

research obligations. They actively shape their identities as researchers by engaging in 

research-related activities. They also react to the environment they face where they are 

expected to carry out research activities by the employer by doing precisely that, which 

highlights pro-action and reaction in the dynamics of the psychological contract.  

 

 

The employer also fulfilled some of its obligations to employees. For instance, the 

obligation to provide teaching allowances and research allowances was fulfilled for all 

employees, except Pedro, as the following quotes demonstrate: 

 

Leone: 

‘Probably about sixty percent of my time is research at the moment. I’m happy 

with that. 

 

Mary: 

‘You know, I like the work load that I have been given and the way it has been 

balanced with teaching, research, PhD... So overall it seems very reasonable. I 

think I will definitely get this 20%. I think probably even more.’ 

 

Michael: 

‘I am quite happy because I’d thought that probably this year I won’t able to do 

anything in my research. In fact, I have plenty of time to do my research...’  

 

Naledi: 

‘I have been given a workload that is similar to other colleagues and it seems a 

very fair workload.’ 

 

Facilities like offices, computer and computer software were also provided by the 

employer.  
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Mary: 

‘That’s the computer. I rely on email, good email connection for communication 

to do research. So that was the first thing that wasn’t a problem....for my 

research I need a qualitative software analysis package. So I needed that, and 

that was provided for me... I have my own office.’ 

 

 

In evaluating fulfilment of the psychological contract, lecturers also compared what 

they received to what others received.  

Mary: 

You know, I have colleagues who have gone through the university and have had 

a lot more difficulty getting office space and then when they’ve got office space 

to get somewhere where they can actually put their material. I think I have been 

quite lucky in that not only have they met the obligation to give me a desk and a 

computer and stuff, but actually I have my own office. I don’t have to share it 

with anyone. 

 

In conclusion, each of the interviewees has multiple psychological contracts with parties 

other than the employer. For instance, Pedro believes he has psychological contracts 

with students and colleagues; Naledi with academia, students and colleagues; and 

Michael, like the rest of lecturers, has psychological contracts with the School of 

Economics (university), students and colleagues. Of particular interest is the fact that 

interviewees perceive the employer to have breached its obligations towards them, but 

no one reported ever breaching any of their obligations. This suggests that the 

interviewees could be 1. Under-reporting, 2. May simply not recognise their breach 

because they do not attend to it; and 3. It could be they have not committed any 

breaches.  

 

Summary of Findings of Lecturers‘ Group 

Ten employer obligations and eleven employee obligations emerged. The employer is 

obligated to provide training, research funds, conference funds, adequate library 

resources, offices, computers, pin board, teaching allowance, administration allowance 
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and research allowance. Lecturers‘ obligations include research, teaching, supervision 

of students‘ work, pastoral care of students, developing teaching modules, loyalty, 

attendance at the PGCE programme, upholding the institution‘s reputation, meeting 

attendance and membership of the institution‘s committees.  Psychological contract 

attributes of equity and reciprocity are salient. The institution‘s expectations on lecturers, 

past experiences and lecturers‘ identities (as in cognitive biases towards goal 

achievement) surfaced as shaping the psychological contract.  

 

The identity of seven of the lecturers is predominantly research-focused. Therefore the 

actions of the employer regarding research are very important to them.  Finding the 

right balance between the three allowances is of paramount importance as it determines 

the amount of time lecturers have to perform research-related activities. As discussed at 

length, the balance was not perceived by Pedro to be respected when his identity as a 

researcher was threatened, which precipitated a series of events from Time 1 through to 

Time 5. Highlighted in this group is that employees‘ identities emerged as one of the 

factors affecting the formulation of the psychological contract, and its evaluation over 

time.  

 

This group highlights several temporal changes of the psychological contract that 

emerged during the first few months post-entry into the organisation. The first change 

involves the emergence of new obligations as lecturers took up the following new roles 

after entering the organisation. For instance, one took part in student recruitment; some 

were tasked with developing teaching modules for the second semester; and one took 

part in overseas student recruitment.  
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The second change is the transition of abstract obligations over time. This occurred 

when an abstract obligation to teach students changed to personal involvement and 

relationships as lecturers formed relationships with students and got to know their 

career aspirations. Loyalty also shifted from an abstract obligation to the employer to 

personal involvement and relationships with colleagues and students.  

 

A very interesting temporal change is noted in terms of fluctuations in importance of 

one of the obligations over time, as experienced by Lizzie. For instance, research was 

perceived as less important at Time 3 by Lizzie when her obligation towards students 

increased. The obligation (research) increased at Time 4 when she realised the 

significance of research over teaching in academia. A cognitive comparison was made 

between herself and colleagues in terms of research where she realised that other people 

in the department have publications which also contributed to the obligation being felt 

more.   

 

The fourth temporal change entails incidents of breach of the psychological contract by 

the employer. Equity considerations were noticeable in incidents of breach as the 

employer‘s actions were interpreted in terms of inequity between what they received 

against what was expected. Following breach, two interviewees experienced a threat to 

their identities. The first incident concerns Pedro‘s identity as a researcher when his 

goals were compromised by the heavy workload which comprised teaching eight 

courses and directing two modules.  The second instance involves Lizzie‘s fears about 

being referred to as a teaching assistant. While Pedro responded by tendering in his 

resignation, when he felt the employer had violated the psychological contract, Lizzie 

decided to ignore the situation in the hope that it would improve in future because she 
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was new and did not want to be perceived as causing trouble. Other notable responses to 

incidents of breach in this group involved postponement of action until the right time 

(as in PGCE) and finding alternative ways to acquire library resources.    

 

A very important point to make here is that violation of the psychological contract 

followed breach in Pedro‘s case. Another interesting point is non-attendance to breach 

as influenced by employees‘ identities for instance, Lizzie and Michael‘s different 

interpretations of class disturbances influenced by the ‗self‘ concept, and Pedro and 

Lizzie‘s different interpretations of a heavy teaching load.  

 

The last temporal change entailed continuous renegotiation of Pedro‘s psychological 

contract following violation which progressed over the time periods. A match was not 

found between his contributions and rewards offered by the employer at Time 1, as the 

employer reneged on its promises. Given the inequity in the relationship Pedro tendered 

his resignation which was followed by a renegotiation of the psychological contract to 

restore equity. However, Pedro believed that no amount of ‗fire fighting‘ would change 

his position about the organisation. This suggests that, at least for Pedro, a violated 

psychological contract may not be easy to repair. 

 

Having presented the findings for the Lecturers‘ group in Ramotswa University, this is 

now followed by the Administrators‘ group findings in the same university. 
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7.3.1.2 Administrators’ group  

Research question 1: What is the employer’s content of the psychological contract? 

Information relevant to the above research questions was drawn from the 

Administrators‘ final five templates. Text was extracted from Time 1 template category 

3.2: ‗Employer Obligations‘ and category 4.0 ‗Origins of Obligations‘ to answer the 

above research question.  The category was formulated on the following questions:  

What obligations does the employer owe you? Where do the obligations come from? 

The following table shows the employer‘s content of the psychological contract as 

perceived by employees at Time 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6.  

 

Table 7—4 Employer Obligations towards administrators 

T1 T2 T3 T4 T5 T6 

- Training 

and 

development 

- Supportive 

work 

environment 

- Flexible 

work hours 

- Job 

security 

- Leave 

entitlement  

- Sick leave 

- Salary 

- Offices 

- Computers 

-To be 

treated as an 

equal (by 

colleagues) 

-Equal 

treatment by 

the 

employer 

Fulfilled: 

- Support  

- Training 

- Job 

security  

- Offices 

Computers 

 

Breach:  

- Car 

parking  

 

Fulfilled:  

-Salary 

- Support (on 

studies & role 

related) 

- Annual leave 

- Flexible work 

hours  

Breach: 

- Updating other 

people‘s 

blackboard  

Emerging   

obligation:  

- Support to 

further studies 

Exceeded 

obligation: 

- Day trip  

 

Fulfilled: 

- Support  

 

Fulfilled: 

- Support 

- Flexible 

work hours  

-Salary 

 

Fulfilled: 

- Support  

 

Exceeded 

obligations:  

- Christmas 

dinner day 

trip 
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Nine employer obligations emerged at T1.  A lot of emphasis was placed on staff 

training and development. This was perceived by one interviewee in particular as 

Ramotswa University‘s most important obligation to him. Kenny is a foundation degree 

part-time student. He believes that a promise was implied that he can continue his 

course while in the employ of the university. The implied promise emanated from the 

interview panel‘s enquiry about his studies regarding the amount of time he needs on a 

weekly basis to attend classes. Since the university offered him the post, he believes the 

employer will give him the time he needs towards his foundation degree.  

 

Kenny: 

‗And they actually enquired in the interview ‘‘how much time are you actually 

taking out at the moment?’’ So that is a clear indication to me that they are 

aware of this. It is something that I would expect them to uphold. 

 

Other forms of training were understood in terms of learning the student data base 

system used by the institution which all interviewees were not familiar with. It made 

sense to interviewees that the organisation has a responsibility to train its employees if 

they expect good results. 

Patisa: 

‘...Just training on the data base. Training with regard to talking to students and 

stuff, what information we give them. You know, getting help with that as well.’  

 

The interviewees expect to be offered short courses run by the university such as 

computer courses which they believe other employers offer their employees.  

 

The need for a supportive work environment was emphasised in terms of being offered 

role-related assistance by the managers and colleagues (both academic and non-

academic) to enhance interviewees‘ confidence in their work as pointed out by Pamela.   
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Pamela: 

‘Just to give us advice if we need it. And if they (students) want to talk to a 

lecturer, then hopefully they can provide us with help and support and provide 

that student with information.’ 

 

The manifestation of support for one interviewee meant being offered time off to attend 

afternoon classes towards his degree course.  The supportive work environment is 

viewed by all as something they too are obligated to help create by offering assistance 

to colleagues where needed.  

Kenny: 

‘...To uphold myself in the best manner or the best way possible to ensure that I 

have a successful working relationship with my colleagues. And obviously in 

order for that relationship to grow, both parties have to give as well as take.’ 

 

 

Related to a conducive work environment, Kenny strongly emphasised the employer‘s 

obligation to treat him the same way as his colleagues, which demonstrates the need for 

equity. He points out that if he was to feel discriminated against, he would take 

necessary action to ensure that it stops, such as raising a complaint with his employer. 

Kenny: 

‘I think in terms of the legal side of things I am obliged to have a fair say, to 

have equality.  If I believe that I have not been treated equally, in any way, by 

my colleagues, I would actually step forward and make it clear to my employer 

or to my manager.’ 

 

In the creation and maintenance of a conducive work environment, Patisa believes that 

academic staff members have an obligation to treat him as an equal since they are all 

working for a common goal. 

 

Patisa: 

‘Just to treat me like an equal. To accept that we are all working towards the 

same goal basically, which is to ensure students have a good learning 

experience and to uphold the reputation of Ramotswa.’ 
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Interviewees stressed that the employer is obligated to be flexible on work hours. For 

Kenny, it made sense to him that the employer was obligated to be flexible given the 

fact that he would need time to attend classes. He perceives that an implicit promise was 

made that he would continue with his studies as already mentioned. He also believes 

that one of his obligations towards the employer is to be flexible with his work hours, 

which will be discussed under research question 2. Given that the employer expects him 

to be flexible with his work hours, Kenny believes that the university has an obligation 

to reciprocate the same.  

Kenny: 

‘That comes with the job actually. As I said, the interview panel asked me if I 

was willing to be flexible with my time. I said I was. That means I can work 

outside the normal working hours. Also, I will need time off to attend classes. So 

they have to be flexible with the hours of work.’ 

 

While for Kenny the obligation also emanates from an implicit promise, for others the 

manifestation of flexible work hours relates to an opportunity to build up time so that 

they can take time off at a later date. For instance, the following believe that the more 

hours they put in, the more hours they accumulate as time off. 

Pamela: 

‗My hours are nine to five, but sometimes I might come to work a bit late or 

early. That should not be a problem as long as I can make up for time lost. If I 

leave work early because there was so much to do, I should be able to 

compensate for my time. It’s fifty-fifty. That’s the way I see it.’ 

 

Patisa: 

‗I have to do 37 ¼ hours a week I think. But in terms of flexibility, the time in 

which I do those hours should be down to me. And if I want to leave at 16:50, 

there shouldn’t be a problem with me leaving at 16:50, as long as I do my hours 

within the week.‘ 

 

 

Job security was highlighted as one of the obligations of the employer, which emerged 

as the reason for taking up employment with the current employer (in the case of 

Pamela and Kenny).  
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Kenny: 

‘Job security was a big issue and a key factor in me accepting the decision 

(accepting new position). My current employment (now previous employment) is 

a fixed temporary contract whereby stability is not always there. So the job 

security is a big big thing.’ 

 

One interviewee is a permanent contract holder while the other two are on an 18 and 24 

months contract. As Patisa is on an 18 month contract and is in the ‗wrong job‘ (carries 

a degree in journalism), he places less emphasis on job security.  

Patisa: 

‘They have an obligation to make my job secure until I stay eighteen months. 

Beyond the eighteen months, they don’t have the responsibility to offer me a 

job... Besides, I don’t see myself staying here that long, so it’s not a big thing for 

me.’  

 

Employee benefits such as leave entitlement and sick leave surfaced as some of the 

obligations owed by the employer in accordance with the law.  

Kenny: 

‘The university has good benefits. I think they are obliged to make sure that I 

receive the benefits that I am entitled to at the university... Leave entitlement and 

any benefits that I am entitled to by virtue of being their employee.’ 

 

Finally, the provision of facilities such as offices and computers which are essential for 

performing duties are also owed by the employer.  

 

Research Question 2: What is the employees’ content of the psychological contract?  

Information relevant to the above research questions emerged from Time 1 template 

category 3.2 ‗Employer Obligations‘ and category 4.0 ‗Origins of the Obligations‘ of 

the Administrators final template. The category was formulated on these simple 

questions:  What obligations do you owe the employer? Where do they come from? The 

following table shows the employee‘s content of the psychological contract as perceived 

by employees at Time 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6.  
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Table 7—5 Administrators‘ obligations towards the employer over time 

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 Time 6 

- Perform 

duties 

beyond job 

description 

- 

Commitment 

- Enhance 

the 

reputation of 

the 

institution 

- Working 

outside 

normal work 

hours 

- Equal 

treatment of 

everyone  

Fulfilled: 

- 

Commitment 

(felt it more) 

- Designing 

data base 

systems 

- Induction 

delivery 

- Information 

provision to 

applicants 

- University 

Reputation 

 

Fulfilled: 

- 

Reputation  

- Working 

outside 

normal 

work 

hours 

 

 

 

Fulfilled: 

- Working 

outside 

normal work 

hours 

- 

Commitment 

(increased & 

decreased) 

- Provision 

of 

information 

to applicants 

- Reputation 

 

 

Fulfilled: 

- MBA 

directory  

- Worked 

outside  

normal work 

hours  

-

Commitment  

- MBA 

graduation 

dinner  

Fulfilled: 

- Working 

outside 

normal 

work hours 

( Fast 

tracking 

offer letters 

to 

applicants 

and funding 

information) 

-Performed 

their duties 

Emerging 

obligation 

-Work 

harder than 

before 

Exceeded 

obligation 

-Day trip for 

Christmas 

dinner 

 

 

Five employee obligations towards the employer emerged at T1. Emphasis was placed 

on the norm of equity and reciprocity in the formulation of the obligations. For instance, 

on the formulation of an obligation to perform duties beyond the job description Patisa 

felt he was obliged to perform such duties provided the organisation reciprocated by 

offering some form of reward to appreciate his effort. This suggests that extra duties 

would not be performed unless there was a financial benefit reward.  

Patisa: 

‗If you go outside the requirements of your job spec, I would expect some sort of 

reward...they can’t expect you to do that kind of thing for free.  If you are not 

getting anything out of it, then doing things beyond your job description is not 

particularly a rewarding thing.‘ 

 

Obviously Patisa holds a transactional-oriented contract which is supported by the fact 

that he feels that the employer‘s main obligation towards him is his salary. 
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Patisa  

‘They pay me. It is the main obligation for me...’ 

 

While this obligation (performing duties outside the job description) is transactional-

oriented for Patisa, it is more relational-oriented for Pamela and Kenny. 

Pamela: 

‗If it’s not in your job role you are still helping the university...It’s hard to 

explain. It’s a give and take sort of thing.‘ 

 

Kenny: 

‗I am willing to undertake duties that are not included in my job description 

provided that there is a legitimate reason... both parties have to give as well as 

take’ 

 

 

Maintaining and enhancing the image of the organisation is viewed as one of the 

obligations owed by interviewees, which Kenny and Patisa believe is expected by 

Ramotswa University.  

Kenny: 

‗I am obliged upon my employer to represent the university in the best way as 

possible and work with students, but also to maintain the university’s reputation 

in being one of the best universities in Europe. Employers expect that. It’s part 

of the job really.‘ 

 

Patisa: 

‗By taking a contract of  employment with an employer, you kind of take on their 

values and try and put them forward to whoever you are dealing with. It’s just 

kind of an unwritten condition of your job that you will uphold the standards of 

the employer you working for.‘ 

 

 

For Patisa, upholding the institution‘s reputation extends as payment for the trust 

Ramotswa University has placed in him.  

Patisa: 

‗Because that’s the trust invested in me when they employed me ... And by 

employing me that’s something that I need to do to repay them by doing what I 

feel I should be doing without being told that I have to do it...‘ 

 

 



Page | 184 

 

Emphasis was placed on commitment to one‘s roles in exchange for salary, with one 

interviewee‘s constant use of the words ‗they pay me.‘ Some of the formal job roles 

include the provision of correct information to applicants and handling applicants‘ 

queries on the phone and through email. Organisational commitment is transactional for 

Patisa and relational for Kenny and Pamela. 

 

Patisa: 

‗They pay me, so I have to turn up for work and do what I’m paid to do.‘  

 

Kenny: 

‗I am a fairly committed individual and fairly loyal provided that I receive the 

job satisfaction and everything I expected the job to be. I would not have made 

the decision myself if I wasn’t totally sure. Once I accept the job the commitment 

is there. You have to be committed.’ 

 

Interviewer 

‘Do you think you owe your commitment to this University.’ 

Pamela 

‘Yes. I think somewhere along the line, the longer I work here. Because I have 

been here a couple of days, but the longer you work here you will be more 

committed to your role, and to achieving good results.’ 

 

 

One interviewee believed that he was obligated to be flexible with his time to work 

outside the normal work hours to meet additional job requirements when required to do 

so as one of the things expected of him by the employer. Flexibility of work hours was 

explicitly stated in the job advertisement. It was also discussed during the job interview 

which Kenny agreed to do.   

Kenny: 

‗I emphasised that I would be flexible with my working hours...i.e. work on 

weekend, and probably stay behind a couple of hours should it be necessary. It’s 

like a mutual obligation that you have.‘ 

 

The need to be flexible with one‘s hours to meet the demands of the job is also viewed 

by the interviewee as a demonstration of commitment towards the organisation.  
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Equal treatment of other people (both colleagues and students) in terms of not 

discriminating against them emerged as one of the obligations owed the employer 

centred on the desire for a good work environment with hope that other people and the 

employer would reciprocate in the same manner. This highlights equity and reciprocity 

in the formulation of their psychological contract. The obligation is also influenced by 

legal requirements. 

 

Pamela: 

 ‗You could go to prison for discriminating against people.‘ 

 

Kenny: 

‗There are a lot of legal obligations in terms of legislation. i.e. the disability 

discrimination act and racial discrimination.  

  

Patisa: 

‗We all know it’s morally wrong to discriminate against people...‘ 

 

Kenny: 

‗But also again from a moral perspective, I also expect myself to uphold myself 

in the best manner or the best way possible to ensure that I have a successful 

working relationship with my colleagues.‘ 

 

 

Research question 3: What are the temporal changes of the psychological contract? 

 

Information relevant to this research question was drawn from all five Administrator‘s 

templates, from Time 2 template to Time 6 template, where temporal changes were 

observed.  The table below gives a summary of the sequential changes of the 

psychological contract. It consists of six columns which represent observations at Time 

1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6.  
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Table 7—6 Temporal changes of the administrators‘ psychological contract 

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5  Time 6  

No 

change  

Breach:  

- Car parking 

Crises 

 

- Change in 

intensity of one 

of the 

obligation: 

Commitment 

(felt it more) 

 

Breach: 

-Updating tutor‘s 

blackboard  

 

Renegotiation of 

the psychological 

contract: - 

parking ticket 

 

New   obligation:  

-Support to 

further studies 

 

Exceeded 

obligation: 

- Day trip 

Change in an 

abstract 

obligation: 

- Commitment 

(increased & 

decreased) 

 

No 

change 

Exceeded 

obligations:  

- Christmas 

dinner day 

trip 

Emerging 

obligation 

-work harder  

 

 

The content of the administrators‘ psychological contract as perceived by employees is 

discussed under research questions 1 and 2 above.  A few transformations transpired 

over time, evident by: incidents of breach of the psychological contract; the emergence 

of a new obligation; change in an abstract obligation; renegotiation of the psychological 

contract and cases of exceeded obligations.  

 

 

7.3.1.2.1 Breach  

The first temporal change took place at Time 2 marked by breach of the psychological 

contract by the employer. This involved feelings of disappointment experienced by one 

interviewee who was refused a parking permit. The institution‘s policy on parking states 

that staff who reside within a two mile radius of the university are not entitled to park 

their cars on university grounds. Kenny, who believes he resides beyond the two miles 

radius, was refused the permit when he took up employment, which generated feelings 

of disappointment. He felt that the employer breached its obligations towards him. 
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Kenny: 

‘If I can’t bring my car I would have to use other methods of travelling or I 

would have to park my car outside the campus. So in that respect I am 

disappointed...To reduce the number of staff who are allowed to park is 

unjustifiable.’ 

 

 

The second incident of breach transpired at Time 3, which manifested through feelings 

of disappointment following a request made by a tutor for one of the interviewees to 

update her blackboard web page. Although Kenny was not pleased about it, he 

performed that task because he was new at the establishment and felt uncomfortable 

about refusing.   

 

Kenny: 

‘Since it was early days I didn’t want to decline and give a bad impression. So I 

did it anyway. I also did it because it wasn’t a lot of work.’ 

 

 

The two incidents of breach, which did not extend over a long period of time, 

demonstrate one of the temporal changes of the psychological contract over time in the 

this group of employee.  

 

7.3.1.2.2 Renegotiation of the contract  

At Time 3, a renegotiation of the psychological contract emerged following breach 

depicting the contract as a dynamic process. At Time 2, Kenny was disappointed about 

parking since he was denied a parking permit. He pursued his claim for the permit until 

it was issued to him. The renegotiation of the psychological contract following breach 

emphasises the temporal and processual nature of the psychological contract.    
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Kenny: 

‘That’s now been resolved. I was pursuing a personal claim saying that I am no 

longer at the main campus. I’m now here. This is actually further away than two 

miles from my house. Now I have been issued a parking permit. So, all is fine 

now.’ 

 

 

7.3.1.2.3 Alteration in intensity of obligations  

The third temporal change is marked by the alteration in intensity with regard to one of 

the obligations. Commitment towards the employer increased at Time 2 and Time 4 as 

one of the interviewees‘ job satisfaction increased as she became more familiar with her 

work roles. 

Pamela: 

‗Very committed, and now that the new semester started and stuff, it’s made me 

more aware of my role in me wanting to complete the task and everything and 

made me more committed to the actual work that I do. ... I think I have become 

more committed to the actual role.‘ 

 

While Pamela‘s level of commitment to her job roles grew stronger the more she 

engaged in her work, Patisa on the other hand reported reduced commitment at Time 4 

as he became less satisfied with his work. At Time 4, there were fewer application 

forms to handle and fewer enquiries from applicants, as the first semester of the year 

was about to begin. There was less work.  

 

Patisa: 

‘It’s slow at the minute. You have to find things to do and keep busy and stuff. 

But I mean it’s just like your satisfaction comes down with your commitment. 

And you start to ask yourself ‘why am I here?’ 

 

The changes in the levels of commitment (as one of the obligations owed the employer) 

over time show the processual and temporal nature of the psychological contract as 

demonstrated by the shift in Pamela and Patisa‘s contents of the psychological contract.  
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7.3.1.2.4 Emergence of new obligations  

The surfacing of a new obligation at Time 3 represents another transformation of the 

psychological contract. The obligation emerged following the employer‘s fulfilment of 

one of its obligations to employees. Over time, the employer fulfilled its obligation 

towards Kenny regarding training and development. The employer gave him two 

afternoons off every week to attend the foundation degree classes.  

Kenny: 

‘I have been attending all my lectures since the start of my final year which 

started in September. My manager has given me time off on Monday afternoon 

and Tuesday mornings to go on and attend the lectures.’ 

 

The employer‘s fulfilment of its obligation towards training and development generated 

another obligation. As the employer continued to give two afternoons to Kenny to 

attend classes (at Times 3 to Time 6), an expectation developed where he expects the 

employer to offer him the same support when he decides to upgrade his ordinary degree 

to an honours degree after completing the former. The emergence of a new obligation 

emanating from a fulfilled one also demonstrates the processual and temporal nature of 

the psychological contract.   

Kenny: 

‗Hopefully, by July I would have finished the foundation degree and then I 

would be able to top it up. Once I’ve completed this, then I would be expecting 

my employer to support me to continue my studies and top it up with the final 

year of the degree.‘ 

 

 

Another obligation emerged at Time 6, where the same interviewee (Kenny) believed 

there would be an added expectation from his manager for him to work harder than 

before, emanating from the manager‘s appraisal comments on his work. As someone 

who wanted to be viewed as making a ‗valuable contribution‘ to  the establishment, a 
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statement made by his manager to some members of staff in his presence about the 

‗wonderful job‘ he was doing reaffirmed feelings of being valued. 

Kenny: 

‘It reinforced that factor that you know, I’m important, I’m valued... It’s good to 

hear that. Appreciation is always good.’ 

 

At the same time, he felt an extra obligation to work harder to produce consistent or 

better results in future.  

Kenny: 

‘But also on the other hand, you know that expectations come with that, so I 

would probably be expected to produce the results on continual bases and 

possibly improve. So that’s another aspect that you have to bear in mind.’ 

 

The latter obligation increases the employee‘s obligations towards the employer while 

the former (emanating from a fulfilled obligation) increases the employer‘s obligation 

towards the employer as perceived by the employee. This changes Kenny‘s initial 

contract as more items are continuously added into the content of the psychological 

contract over time. This highlights the processual and temporal nature of the contract.  

 

7.3.1.2.5 Exceeded obligations  

The last temporal change during organisational socialisation involved beliefs of 

obligations that were exceeded over time, where employees felt the employer went over 

and above its obligations towards them. A day trip including a free lunch was arranged 

for all members in the school to visit places round the city of Ramotswa at Time 3. 

Christmas dinner was also organised for the whole school for employees to meet and 

socialise with colleagues at Time 6, where socialising with other colleagues gave Kenny 

a sense of belonging. He felt more like an insider.  
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Kenny: 

‗I got a chance to meet and see more staff, got to know people, see more people, 

and speak to more people. Whereas before I was an outsider, now I feel more of 

an insider. 

 

7.3.1.2.6 Fulfilled obligations 

While the above five temporal changes to the psychological contract occurred, incidents 

of fulfilled obligations also materialised over time as both the employer and the 

employees met their obligations to one another as perceived by employees. Some of the 

obligations fulfilled by the employer include training interviewees to access and use the 

student data base at Time 2. 

Kenny: 

‘I visited the office in the main campus during my first week during induction of 

the job, where I spent a day with the administrator for the whole day at the main 

campus. She showed me how to access screens and how I can carry out specific 

actions efficiently.’ 

 

Employees were offered role-related support by their managers and colleagues when 

they needed it at Time 1 through to Time 6.  

Patisa:  

‘There is a good network of support. The manager there is in regular contact. 

He is in the same office. He sends emails a couple of times per day. And again, if 

you have a problem, you can go and see him. So, yeah, I have a good network of 

support.’ 

Pamela: 

‗... By providing help whenever I need it. So it’s not like just leaving me to do my 

job and that’s it. The university has provided help and staff development 

training and stuff.’ 

 

Other obligations fulfilled by the employer are the provision of annual leave, offices, 

computers, salary, and a flexible work pattern.  However, the organisation‘s 

contribution in the provision of the facilities is undervalued by Patisa. 

Patisa: 

‗Yeah, I think the university is providing correct facilities but that’s no more 

than you would expect really. It’s not doing anything out of the ordinary.’ 
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Interviewees fulfilled the following obligations over time: updating student data base 

systems; taking part in induction course delivery; providing applicants with necessary 

information; participating in MBA graduation dinner and compilation of MBA student 

directory. The above are all formal duties expected of them. The following non- 

contractual obligations were also fulfilled: working outside normal work hours, 

commitment, performing duties beyond the job description, and enhancing and 

maintaining the employer‘s reputation.  

 

For instance, Pamela reported performing duties beyond her job description such as 

making phone calls in order to fast-track applicants‘ acceptance letters as a favour to 

them. 

Pamela:  

‘I have gone that extra mile to ring the main campus to make sure the letter is 

sent out as an urgent matter because students want to apply for visa and stuff, so 

they need the letters. I’d just ring other departments to say ‘Can you please send 

this as a matter of urgency?’   

 

 

Kenny agreed to work on a Saturday (at Time 2) at an event organised outside the 

university. He also agreed to stay late at the office to meet his job requirements.  

Kenny: 

‘My boss asked me if I could work on a Saturday for an event for the whole day. 

I have made myself available to any work outside the normal working hours and 

at weekends. So in terms of what they would have expected, I delivered. 

 

The continual fulfilment of some of the obligations parties shows the contract as an on-

going dynamic process where each party makes an effort to reciprocate another party‘s 

efforts. In this case, the continuity of the psychological contract is illustrated 

highlighting the contract as none static. 
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In conclusion, as in the Lecturers‘ group of employees, Administrators reported the 

existence of multiple psychological contracts. In this group of employees, each 

interviewee has a psychological contract with the following three parties: employer, 

colleagues and students/applicants.  Only one interviewee experienced breach by the 

employer. Employees did not report ever breaking the psychological contract, which 

could be a function of three factors mentioned in the Lecturers‘ group. It is worth noting 

that Patisa, unlike the other two administrators possesses a transactional-oriented 

contract. He is in the job for money only and expects to be rewarded if he decides to 

perform any duties beyond his job description.  

 

Summary of Administrator‘s Findings 

Fourteen items of the psychological contract emerged in which nine are owed the 

employer and five by employees. Equity and reciprocity attributes are at the centre of 

the psychological contracts as in the previous group of employees (Lecturers). Similar 

temporal changes of the psychological contract were also noted. New obligations 

emerged over the six months period of the study. While new obligations in the Lecturers‘ 

group materialised as employees took on new responsibilities, in this Administrators‘ 

group new obligations emerged as parties continued to fulfil their obligations towards 

each other. For instance, (1) Emergence of a new employer‘s obligation followed 

fulfilment of its obligation to one of the interviewees. The employer offered Kenny two 

afternoons off to attend class to complete his foundation year degree course which 

created an expectation for same when he enrols for an honour‘s degree course with the 

university; (2) Emergence of an employee‘s obligation following fulfilment of his 

obligation towards the employer. One interviewee believed he would be expected to 

work harder following his supervisor‘s comments about ‗the wonderful job‘ he 
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performed. Therefore while new obligations emerged in both groups, they originate 

from different sources.  

 

Another temporal change in this group similar to the Lecturers‘ group is breach 

emanating from incongruence (where Kenny experienced breach when one of the tutors 

requested him to update her web page which he was displeased about) and reneging 

(where the employer refused to issue a parking permit to Kenny) 

 

Temporal change also occurred through renegotiation of the psychological contract 

where Kenny renegotiated with his employer for a parking permit, which he ultimately 

received. An interesting point to make here is that two responses to breaches were 

observed in this group. The first relates to initiating the renegotiation of the contract and 

the other to make a conscious choice not to ‗rock the boat‘ by Kenny because he is new.  

He found it uncomfortable to refuse the tutor‘s request given his status as a ‗new 

employee‘. The identity of new employee as in the previous group, emerged as 

mediating response to breach.  

 

The last temporal change in the Administrators‘ group relates to a change in intensity of 

commitment influenced by job satisfaction. One employee‘s level of commitment 

increased following an increase in job satisfaction and decreased following job 

dissatisfaction for another employee.  Contrary to the previous group, no observation 

was made regarding a transition of any abstract obligation to personal involvement and 

relationships.  
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Another similarity is that there are employees who are relational-oriented and others 

who are transactional oriented across the two groups in this organisation. Pedro and 

Patisa are transactional-oriented. While Pedro‘s orientation is influenced by feelings of 

breach of the psychological contract, Patisa‘s orientation probably emanates from being 

in the ‗wrong‘ job. The rest of the employees across the two groups reflect a relational-

orientation. 

 

The above relates to findings of Ramotswa University (lecturers and administrators). 

After the findings of the Ramotswa University, those of Francistown College are 

discussed next. 

7.3.2 Francistown College Findings 

 

The section dresses findings related to the Employer (as represented by three agents of 

Francistown College, i.e. two supervisors and one manager) and the Cleaners‘ group. 

The Employer‘s findings will be addressed first, followed by the Cleaners‘ findings. 

The findings are based on the questions below which will be addressed in turn.    

 What is the employer‘s content of the psychological contract? 

 What is the employees‘ content of the psychological contract? 

 

As in Ramotswa University, the content of the psychological contract is a compilation 

of the respondents‘ obligation in each of the two groups. They are not necessarily 

relevant to each interviewee in their specific groups, although most are common to them.  
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7.3.2.1 Employer Findings  

Research question 1: What is the employer’s content of the psychological contract? 

Information applicable to this research question emerged from Time 1 template 

category 3.2 ‗Employer Obligations‘ and category 4.0 ‗Origins of Obligations‘ of the 

Employers‘ final five templates.  The category was formulated on the following 

questions:  What obligations does the employer owe its cleaners? Where do the 

obligations come from? The following table shows the employer‘s content of the 

psychological contract as perceived by Francistown College agents at Time 1, 2, 3, 4 

and 5. 

 

Table 7—7 Employer Content of the Psychological Contract 

Time 1  Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 

- Support  

- Training 

- Feedback  

- Holidays 

- Pay 

- Provide work materials 

- Protect from discrimination 

Fulfilled: 

- Support  

- Training 

- Equal treatment  

-  Pay  

-Tools provided 

- Feedback 

Fulfilled: 

- Pay 

- Holiday 

- Support 

-Training  

Fulfilled: 

- Pay 

- Support 

- Holiday 

-Training 

Fulfilled:  

- Support  

 

 

 

 

At Time 1, the employer, through its agents, perceived seven employer and ten 

employee obligations. Of emphasis is the agents‘ perceptions that the employer is 

obligated to offer cleaners support (work-related as well as personal support), as 

illustrated by two of its agents.  

Leo: 

‘I would give to my staff as much support as I possibly can from health point of 

view and moral point of view. I also deal with a lot of personal problems with 

my other colleagues.’  

 

Kate: 

‘If they are finding it hard on their area or when they can’t get something done, 

they only have to come down and see me and I’ll go straight down and give them 

a hand.   
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With personal support (in the form of advice and guidance to cleaners) as an 

inducement, Leo in particular hopes cleaners will reward the employer by turning up to 

work.  

Leo: 

If I look after them almost like my children, if you like, in terms of advice and 

guide them in the right way and in return they turn up for work, then everybody 

is happy.‘ 

 

The organisation emerges as having the interests of its employees at heart. While the 

agents are conscious of the fact that the employer does not state that the manager and 

supervisors should listen to cleaners ‗personal problems‘, they believe they have to offer 

personal support as a ‗favour‘ to cleaners as articulated well by Leo.  

Leo:  

‘... The college policy doesn't say you as a manager will have to sit and listen to 

their personal problems, or say that you as a manager you need to train and 

retrain.  The college doesn’t demand that I repeat myself 20 to 30 times. We do 

that as a personal thing to help you as a cleaner.’   

 

Emphasis was also placed on the employer‘s obligation to train cleaners to do their 

work such as the use of cleaning machinery, how to mop floors and dusting of tables.  

Leo: 

‘It’s all taken care of in the first few introductory weeks. When they come, they 

are told basically how to clean and where to clean ...’ 

 

Kate: 

‘How to use buffing machines, scrubbing machines and, you know, the soaking 

up machines, water machines. You know, how to get all the water off the floor, 

vacuum cleaning and something like that ...’ 

 

Another obligation owed cleaners is giving them constructive feedback on their 

performance to improve the execution of their roles. Feedback is given in the form of 

appraisal at three and six months‘ after commencing employment. It is also given on a 

daily basis where supervisors comment on good and poor performance, pointing out 
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cleaners‘ mistakes in order to make necessary changes to meet the required standards. 

This is elaborated by Claudia.    

Claudia: 

‘...if someone is not doing the job right, I have to tell them and explain to them 

what they are doing wrong and give them a chance to rectify that. On the other 

hand if I have got one who is doing a brilliant performance, then I go and praise 

them.’ 

 

Protecting cleaners from any form of harassment or discrimination is one of the 

employers‘ obligations which is reflected in the college anti-bullying policy which 

specifies procedures that can be followed by anyone who might need such assistance.  

Claudia: 

‘The College operates an anti-bulling policy and things like that where you 

could go to them if you think somebody is picking on you or being nasty to you 

and you can go and see them and they will speak to that person and will say 

alter your attitude....’ 

 

Another obligation owed by the employer is to make available to cleaners the materials 

needed to do their work such as mops, buckets and vacuum cleaners. Pay emerged as 

one of the obligations, where cleaners are to receive their wages on time. The 

remuneration is £5.80 per hour paid on a weekly basis.  

Leo: 

‘College policy is that we will pay them on time ...  They expect to come clean 

and get paid. I don’t think they expect anything else. ‘I have come in, I have 

signed in to do my work, give me my money, and I’m going home.’ 

 

 Annual leave and sick leave entitlements are some of the obligations owed where new 

cleaners are entitled to 21 days‘ statutory holidays per annum in the first six years and 

25 days after that. They are also allowed the following public holidays: Easter, Bank 

and Christmas holidays.  

Leo: 

‘College policy is that we will make sure they get their annual leave. We will 

make sure they get their sick leave.’ 
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Research Question 2: What is the employee’s content of the psychological contract? 

Information applicable to this research question was drawn from Time 1 Template 

category 3.1 ‗Employees Obligations‘ and category 4.0 ‗Origins of Obligations‘ of the 

Employers‘ final five templates.  The category was formulated on the following 

questions: What obligations do the cleaners owe the employer? Where do they come 

from? The following table shows the employees‘ content of the psychological contract 

as perceived by Francistown College agents at Time 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5. 

 

Table 7—8 Employee‘s Obligations towards Employees over Time 

Time 1  Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 

- Keep time 

- Performance 

of duties 

- Fit in 

- Keep proper 

time sheet 

records 

- Cover for 

colleagues 

- Training 

- Respect 

health and 

safety 

regulations 

- Respect sick 

leave 

regulations 

- Turn up for 

work 

- Reputation 

Fulfilled: 

- Performance 

of Duties 

- Time 

keeping 

- Fit in 

- Training 

- Protect the 

image of the 

college 

- Cover 

Provision  

- Health and 

safety 

 

Breach: 

- Extended 

leave  

 

Fulfilled: 

- Performed duties 

- Adhere to Health 

and safety 

 

 

Breach: 

- Sick leave abuse 

- Poor 

performance 

- Time keeping 

(late at work) 

- Health and 

safety 

- Cover 

- Tea & smoke 

break  

- Racial 

discrimination 

 

Violation  

- Absconding 

from work 

(termination of 

work contract) 

 

Fulfilled: 

- Cover 

-Performed 

duties 

- Time keeping 

 

Breach: 

- Left work early 

-Time sheet 

misconduct 

- Sick leave 

abuse (travelled 

to Poland) 

- Marking time 

for 2.5 hrs 

- Phone chatting  

- Health & 

safety breach 

(3cases) 

- Cover (2 cases-

racial disc 

suspected)  

-Racial 

discrimination 

Violation 

- Theft  

Fulfilled: 

- Performed 

duties 

- Time 

keeping 

 

Breach: 

- Poor 

performance 

- Sick leave 

abuse  

- Turning up 

late  

 

Absenteeism  

 

 

 

At T1, ten employee obligations emerged, which agents of the organisation believe all 

cleaners including new ones owe the employer. Emphasised by the employer is the need 
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for the cleaners to ‗fit in’ on the job. This is perceived as very important as a large 

proportion of cleaners are migrant labour from Poland and other countries. This is also 

perceived as necessary, given that most cleaners are over-qualified for the job, some 

having degree qualifications such as in social work,  but have settled for a cleaning job 

‗to escape economic hardships in their countries.‘ Obeying their supervisors, who are 

not in possession of such qualifications, is viewed as a very important behavioural 

attribute. 

Leo: 

‘I think the cleaners have obligations to themselves to fit in with whatever job 

they go for. They should do as told. Yes, they have obligations to us as a college, 

as the employer... they have an obligation to do what they are asked to do when 

they come to work. ’  

 

Related to fitting in is the cleaners‘ obligation to perform their duties well, which 

includes the cleaning of toilets, mopping the floor and dusting, which the supervisors 

expect of all employees.  Personal experience is drawn from by one interviewee who 

believes that cleaners are obliged to work to the best of their abilities (provided they 

have been trained) which is how Leo feels towards his work.  

Leo: 

‘That’s how I feel about my work as an employee at the college. And that’s how 

I think my staff should look at their job.’ 

 

Kate: 

‘I expect the cleaners to do their job properly. I show them the job they have to 

do.’ 

  

Claudia: 

‘I expect them to clean their areas thoroughly. They must work for their money.’ 

 

The employer views performing duties as a crucial element of the cleaners work. Leo 

believes that failure to carry out their duties could result in the health and safety 

department closing down the college, which he stresses to cleaners to demonstrate their 
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value to the establishment. He believes that if cleaners could recognise their value to the 

organisation, then they might appreciate their work.  

Leo: 

‘Our view of cleaners is that they are the most important people in the college 

because without us, you won't come in. Health and safety would close the place 

down. It’s hard to convince them. '’Oh I’m only a cleaner, I’m only a cleaner. 

I'm not bothered’', you know. And they are not only a cleaner. That’s my biggest 

problem with them. They have got very low esteem of themselves. I'm only a 

cleaning manager, but without us there is nothing.’  

 

 

Cleaners are also obligated to attend training to learn to clean, which is manifested in 

the following ways: - 

(i) Cleaners are required to attend training sessions during the ‗clean down‘ period 

when the college closes. 

(ii) A mentor is assigned by supervisors to new cleaners on their first few days at work 

to show them how to perform their duties. In some cases, the supervisors take on the 

role to train cleaners.  

(iii)Cleaners are expected to attend training and obtain a qualification in Cleaning 

Standards (NVQs level 1 and 2). They are not necessarily obligated to undertake 

this training but it is encouraged by Francistown College. The qualification is 

considered useful for people who may want to develop in the profession of cleaning.  

Leo: 

‘... They would be expected to go on to NVQs and do Levels 1 &2, at no cost to 

them, in our time. These are for every cleaner who comes to work here, 

irrespective of where they come from... That can help them move on to better 

jobs if they want to move.’ 

 

Kate: 

‘... Every new starter that starts at the college, every new cleaner has got to do 

an NVQ now.’ 
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(iv) Another form of training which cleaners are encouraged to do, particularly foreign 

workers, is to attend English classes to learn English for communication purposes. 

A lot of emphasis is placed on this by Claudia who has enrolled in Polish classes to 

breach the gap in communication between her and Polish cleaners who make up a 

large proportion of her staff. 

Claudia: 

‘I have so many people from different countries. Now I have eight Polish people, 

five of those can’t speak a word of English. So I asked for English classes for 

them, which gives them a better chance. ... I am on a Polish course so I can 

speak their language.’ 

 

A lot of emphasis was placed on the cleaners‘ obligations to turn up for duty when 

expected and on time, which some of them are failing to do. While hours of work are 

07:00 to 10:00 for the morning shift and 16:00 to 19:00 for the afternoon shift, some 

cleaners were reported to have a history of turning up late for their shifts. As the college 

is experiencing shortages of supervisors, supervisors are not always present when 

cleaners start or finish their shifts. 

Claudia: 

‘The obligations that I think they have towards the college include time keeping. 

It’s very important to be responsible. When you take up a job you should be 

responsible for time keeping and showing up for work.’ 

 

Leo: 

‘The biggest problem is they can come to work at twenty past because we have 

shortage of supervision. I only have four supervisors covering eighteen 

buildings.’ 

 

Given the shortage of supervisors, trust is embedded in the relationship with cleaners. 

The employer trusts that cleaners will turn up for work and finish on time as expected.  

Leo: 

‗We should be able to trust them.‘ 

 

Claudia : 

‗I can only be in one place at a time. I depend on them to be truthful about this...‘ 
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Related to the above is a strong emphasis on filling in the correct start and finish time 

on the time sheet.  Cases of ‘fraud’ in the past, as highlighted by Leo, have been known 

to occur where some cleaners knowingly falsified the time sheet records.  

Leo: 

‘The problem is you’d come to work at twenty past seven, and because nobody is 

there you sign seven o’clock. They mend their ways as soon as you mention 

fraud and have done it right. They have an obligation not to fill in the wrong 

time. That is what we expect from them, new and old cleaners alike.’ 

 

Claudia : 

‗.... It’s fraud.‘ 

 

Compliance with sick leave policy of calling in before the shift starts when employees 

cannot make it to work is one of their obligations. Phoning in before the shift 

commences gives supervisors time to find someone to cover unattended areas. Cleaners 

receive full pay when they call in sick, which is based on trust that the privilege will not 

be abused by individuals calling in sick when they are not sick. The following quotes 

show incidents of cases where individuals in the past abused the trust by calling in sick 

unnecessarily.   

 

Kate: 

‘Employees have an obligation not to abuse sick leave. I know people don’t plan 

to be sick, but we know of cases where some people call in sick when it snows...’  

 

Claudia: 

‘I know people can’t help it when they are sick but we get people who take it 

when it’s raining or snowing or windy... You can guarantee that someone will 

not come in when the wind is blowing, or it’s raining. And we know exactly why 

they are not coming in.’ 

 

 

A lot of emphasis was also placed on covering for other cleaners who are on sick leave 

or annual leave, a relational item of the psychological contract that is stated on the 

cleaners‘ employment contract. Cleaners are expected to relinquish some of their duties 
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during this period to cover part of the other person‘s duties in order to maintain a clean 

work environment in the college.  

Kate: 

I also expect them to turn up for emergencies when needed. Team work is very 

important. When someone is off sick, we have to ask another cleaner to cover. 

It’s the same with annual leave.   

 

Leo: 

‘When they come, they are told that if there are people missing you will go and 

do XY jobs.  Covering is extremely important. We have to cover toilets, we have 

to cover public areas, and we have to cover kitchens.’ 

 

 

Conformance with the health and safety standards is another obligation owed by 

cleaners, such as not carrying heavy cleaning tools and putting up ‗wet‘ signs. The 

supervisors explain about health and safety and fire exits on the first few days of 

employment. The policy is designed not only to safeguard staff and students of the 

college but is also formulated in compliance with the nation‘s regulations on health and 

safety matters according to the Department of Health and Safety standards. It is 

therefore very important for cleaners to observe the standards as non-compliance could 

attract the attention of the Department of Health and Safety, as put across by Leo.  

Leo: 

‘And if they go against college procedures and they hurt themselves 

unfortunately we would go down the disciplinary road from health and safety.’ 

 

 

Emphasis was also placed by one agent on the cleaners‘ obligation to protect the 

reputation of Francistown College by non-disclosure of matters affecting the college. 

Kate views confidentiality as very important. 

Kate: 

‘If she sees things happening here she should not tell other people. 

Confidentiality is very important.  I expect her to protect the college. She should 

come to me if she has a problem’   
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The above research questions (1 and 2) depict the content of the psychological contract 

at Time 1 as perceived by the agents of Francistown College where employees owe ten 

items and the employer seven. The temporal changes of the psychological contract are 

discussed next.  

 

Research question 3: What are the temporal changes of the psychological contract? 

Information relevant to this research question was drawn from the employer‘s final 

templates, from Time 2 through to Time 5 where temporal changes were observed.  

Table 7-9 below gives a summary of the sequential changes to the psychological 

contract of the employer group. It consists of four columns which represent 

observations made at Time 2, 3, 4 and 5.  

 

Table 7—9 Temporal Changes of the Employer‘s Psychological Contract 

Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 

Breach: 

- Extended 

leave  

 

1. Breach: 

- Sick leave abuse 

- Poor performance 

- Time keeping (late at 

work) 

- Health and safety 

- Cover 

- Tea & smoke break  

- Racial discrimination 

2. Violation  

- Absconding from work 

(termination of work 

contract) 

 

1. Breach: 

- Sick leave abuse 

(travelled to 

Poland) 

- Phone chatting  

- Marking time for 

2.5 hrs 

- Health & safety 

breach (3cases) 

- Cover (2 cases-

racial disc 

suspected)  

- Time sheet 

misconduct  

2. Violation 

- Theft  

- Left work early 

1. Breach: 

- Poor performance 

- Sick leave abuse  

- Turning up late 

- Absenteeism  

 

2. Termination from 

duty following 

theft. 

 

 

Two types of temporal changes of the psychological contract were observed from Time 

2 though to Time 5: breach and violation of the psychological contract. A total of 

twenty two incidents of breach and two incidents of violation of the psychological 
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contract were recorded where employees failed to honour their obligations during the 

stated period. Stipulated in the above table are isolated cases of breach committed by 

employees some of which did not extend over a long period of time as they were 

addressed by the supervisors and the manager. Breach and violation of the 

psychological contract show disappointments and inequity in the contract which at the 

same time affects the smooth flow of reciprocity. The development of breaches post-

entry, feelings of disappointments and inequity and management‘s attempts to find 

amicable solutions to such breaches demonstrates the psychological contract as an on-

going dynamic process. The first temporal change of the contract discussed below 

relates to incidents of breach of the psychological contract, followed by incidents of 

violations.   

 

7.3.2.1.1 Breach  

The first incident involves failure by one of the cleaners to report back to work after her 

leave. The cleaner missed six weeks of work which the supervisor found frustrating 

since she had to find other cleaners to cover the work for the duration of the cleaner‘s 

absence.  The college policy states that hourly paid workers are not allowed to take 

more than ten days‘ annual leave at any one time. Failure to return to work was seen as 

unfair to other cleaners who had to provide cover during the six weeks period. The 

cleaner received no pay that time. 

 

Claudia: 

‘They demand that they have an extended holiday. It’s just like ‘Well I have 

twelve days plus I want another month.’ We can’t cover all that time. She should 

be here. She let us down.’ 
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Cases of sick leave abuse emerged based on suspicions surrounding some of the 

cleaners who called in sick at Time 3 and Time 4. For instance, Kate suspected that 

Patience called in sick and missed some of her shifts when she was not sick. 

Retrospective accounts where Patience called in sick when she was breaking up with 

her boyfriend were made by the supervisor. She received pay for the days she missed, 

which Kate feels is unfair on other cleaners who covered for her.   

Kate: 

‘She has taken quite a bit time of for sickness and things like that which I have 

had to tell my boss on the phone this morning to go up and have a quite word 

with her...That’s not fair on other cleaners.’ 

 

Other cases of sick leave abuse involve Polish cleaners who alternate and call in sick on 

Friday and Monday mornings to travel to Poland on Fridays for long weekends on 

cheap flights and return to duty on Tuesday morning. 

Claudia: 

‘I could never understand it until an older Pole dropped me in it. They would 

come in on a Thursday, and they would take it in turns calling in sick on a 

Friday. And it turned out that they leave from Madrid on cheap flights to Poland 

at £19.99. £20.00 return. They came back on a Monday morning.’ 

 

A new policy on sick leave was introduced to reduce the incidence of sick leave, 

requiring any cleaner who is absent from work for any four days in a month to explain 

to the manager why they are taking so many days off sick.  Kate believes that cleaners 

phone in sick because they do not want to take days from their annual leave. The 

introduction of the new policy is viewed as a blessing by supervisors as they believe it 

will bring about a dramatic change in cleaners‘ behaviour. 

Kate: 

‘If you are like four or five days off within a month, they have to call you in and 

ask what the problem has been, and why you’re having this time off... I think is a 

really good thing at the moment. You know what I mean. Because it stops 

everybody taking these weeks off here and these weeks off there. Like I said this 

sickness thing hopefully will stop them doing this.’ 
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Related to the above is a case of absenteeism where Yan failed to turn up for work on 

Monday because he was drinking with his friends the previous night. His supervisor 

was annoyed by the fact that he did not find it necessary to inform her of his intentions 

to miss work. Consistent poor performance was reported about the same cleaner which 

irritates his supervisor who has to check on him all the time to ensure that he carries out 

his duties. As someone who has worked for the college for two years, the cleaner is 

expected to perform to required standards.  

Kate: 

‘He has no mopping to do and he has no machinery to use. He has got an easy 

area and he can’t keep on top of it. It annoys me.’ 

 

Another incident of breach involved cleaners who failed to adhere to health and safety 

regulation, for which they received a caution. A report was made about one cleaner who 

carried a vacuum cleaner up and down the stairs instead of using a lift as encouraged by 

the employer. Another case was the issue of strong cleaning detergents that were 

smuggled into one of the buildings by cleaners. In other incidents cleaners used the 

wrong colour coded cloths to clean their areas of work.  

Leo: 

‘We have a colour code system for our cleaning, which happens to be red cloth 

for using in dirty areas e.g. the toilets, blue for using on ceramics and yellow for 

doing offices. We have had cleaners using the wrong cloth on the wrong place.’ 

Interviewer: 

‘Would you consider that a small offence?’ 

Leo: 

‘It’s a major disciplinary …a major breakdown in health and safety and 

discipline, which will carry a warning letter from my senior manager. And if it 

continues after retraining, it will eventually go to the director.’ 

 

By law (union regulations), employees are entitled to take a fifteen minute break for 

every four hours worked.  Since cleaners only work three hour shifts, they are not 

entitled to a break. Occasionally, supervisors allow them a cup of tea as a favour as long 

as they have it while working. 
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Kate: 

‘So I don’t mind them having a drink. As long as they carry on with what they 

are doing, I’m not bothered. As long as they are not sitting down and not doing 

anything, that’s fine.’  

 

However, incidents of breach where cleaners were caught taking a break to have tea and 

smoke were reported by Claudia whose relationship with her Polish cleaners is strained 

because she finds them ‗difficult‘. 

Claudia: 

‘While I was in the other building, because I have three buildings, they all 

congregated, seven of them, and went downstairs. They all stood outside. But 

when I spoke to them about it, they said they were being picked on, and they 

should be allowed to do what they wanted. 

  

To address the conflict, Claudia called the manager to talk to the cleaners. Cases of 

cleaners‘ defiance to cover up for other cleaners were also reported. Incidents of 

cleaners who refused to work with other cleaners when required also emerged at Time 4, 

which one of the supervisors (Claudia) felt was racially motivated. She believes that the 

Polish do not want to work with either the Chinese or Pakistanis. In an attempt to 

address the possible discrimination, cleaners were reminded that Francistown College is 

a multi-cultured work environment where employees are encouraged to work together. 

Claudia: 

‘I had put Sophie with a Polish lady. But she said ‘‘No, I do not work with the 

Chinese.’’ I told her that she would work with whoever I put her to work with. 

And this was the same as the Polish I put with Megan. ‘I don’t want to work with 

Pakistanis. They (Polish) don’t want other people working with them. That’s 

wrong.’ 

 

 

Another obligation that employees constantly failed to honour is turning up for work on 

time. Their behaviour is seen as unfair to other cleaners who do turn up on time. 

Cleaners were constantly reprimanded by their supervisors and the manager and 

reminded of the importance of good time management. 
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Kate:  

‘He doesn’t keep up proper time and I have had to constantly talk to him about 

this. .. Patricia had problems at the beginning, but the manager came up and 

had a word with her. Since then she has been on the ball a lot better. It’s unfair 

because the rest of the cleaners are getting here on time. And it’s just a couple 

of them who keep coming in, it might be five past seven. The other cleaners are 

here like ten to.’ 

 

Claudia: 

‘Sophia, the other Chinese girl, she has been here for twelve months. We still 

haven’t given her a full-time contract because she can’t keep time. She doesn’t 

start until seven, and yet this morning she came wandering in at about quarter 

past. I try always to get her in on time.’ 

 

In some instances, the supervisors would record the actual hours worked for persistent 

late comers so that they lose part of their pay.  

Claudia: 

‘If they persistently do it (turn up late) dock them. Just take money off them to 

try to get them to come in on time.’ 

 

Another breach of the psychological contract took place where the supervisor was 

disappointed about cleaners who left work early during her absence. Claudia saw her 

cleaners in town during working hours when they were supposed to be at work.  

Claudia: 

‘When I came out of the bank at quarter to ten, as I sat there one of my cleaners 

was standing by the road waiting for someone. She must have left half an hour 

to get there by quarter to ten. Yet she wrote she signed out at ten.’ 

 

Another cleaner walked past her with her shopping who she suspected left work much 

earlier. The incidents were not only seen as noncompliance on the total number of hours 

they are expected to be at work per shift but was also viewed as fraud, given that both 

cleaners‘ time sheets were falsified to read 07:00 – 10:00 am to receive full pay for the 

shift. In order to reduce incidents of fraud, one of the supervisors decided to fill in her 

cleaners‘ time sheets on their behalf.  

 

 



Page | 211 

 

Kate: 

‘I do the time sheets for them. If they were here say ten past seven I put down ten 

past seven. A lot of time their time sheets were getting written like seven until ten, 

and you might get somebody who gets in like five past.’ 

 

Cleaners are expected to focus their efforts on performance of their contractual duties 

during the three hour shifts. One cleaner (Yan) was caught on camera walking around 

aimlessly chatting on his cell phone for more than twenty minutes instead of performing 

his duties which Kate was annoyed with. She felt it was not fair to other cleaners who 

were doing their work.  

 

Kate: 

‘He had been on his phone for twenty minutes walking up and down, and he was 

supposed to be up there helping Patience to hoover. It’s not fair that the other 

cleaners are working their behinds off, and someone is just walking up and 

down laughing and joking with somebody else on the phone. And he is getting 

paid just like the rest of the cleaners are.’ 

 

The same cleaner (Yan) at a different time spent two and a half hours hiding and 

marking time when he was requested to shampoo the carpet with another cleaner. Both 

events were viewed as lack of loyalty and commitment towards the employer. Given the 

amount of problems that Kate face with Yan, she would be very glad to see him go as 

he mentioned to her that he might be getting another job.  

Kate: 

‘And he had approached me and said he might be getting another job as well. So 

he might be leaving... If he doesn’t like the job, then its time for him to find 

something else. And he might be leaving, I don’t know. I won’t say he would be 

missed, you know what I mean.’ 

 

Equity considerations are at the centre of breach of the psychological contract. Where 

cleaners renege on their obligations (cover, sick leave abuse or absenteeism), their 

actions are interpreted in terms of inequity in the balance between inducements and 

contributions, but also as unfair to other cleaners who fulfil their obligations.  
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7.3.2.1.2 Violation  

The above events show breach as one of the temporal changes of the psychological 

contract. The second change of the psychological contract manifests itself in incidents 

of contract violation which took place at Time 3 and Time 4.  

 

In an employment relationship based on trust such as this one, the demonstration of trust 

was also not honoured by a cleaner who stole another cleaner‘s bag at Time 4. Internal 

investigations were conducted by management and the policy brought on board to 

establish what took place while the cleaner was suspended from duty until future notice. 

She was subsequently dismissed from duty at Time 5. A lot of emphasis in the case was 

centred on breach of trust where the three agents of the organisations were not only 

concerned about what she stole but what she was capable of stealing. As such, the 

seriousness of the act of theft is not necessarily determined by the material amount of 

what is taken, but by the violation of trust. The perception of contract violation through 

theft, the investigation of the theft, the loss of trust in the cleaner and the decision to 

dismiss her shows the processual and temporal nature of the contract.  

Leo: 

‘You feel very let down that somebody that you had taken on and trusted and 

then they go and steal something. It’s not just what they have stolen. It’s 

potentially what they could steal.’ 

 

In making sense of the act of theft, Kate compares the cleaner‘s behaviour to other 

cleaners who have behaved in a manner that shows that they can be trusted.   

Kate:  

‘Other than that, cleaners are very good. When they find anything they bring it 

down to the curator. It’s handed in at the main box. I mean Shinto, one of the 

cleaners, a while back found a ring and handed it in to the curator... It’s the 
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same with money or anything. If a cleaner finds it whether it’s in offices they put 

it on the desk.’ 

 

The second case of contract violation involves a cleaner‘s absconding from work for six 

months following her two weeks‘ leave at Time 3. She travelled to Poland and the 

employment contract was terminated as soon as she reported back to duty.  

Claudia: 

‗Because they are in Poland you can’t replace them. We have got to wait until 

they arrive before you say anything’ 

 

 

7.3.2.1.3 Fulfilment of obligations 

While the above temporal changes took place, fulfilment of obligations by both parties 

also emerged over the different time periods. For instance, there were incidents of 

proper time keeping by some of the cleaners over time.  

Leo: 

They come in on time.   

 

Claudia: 

‘She is in ten, fifteen minutes before time. Sometimes she doesn't leave until ten 

minutes after time.’  

 

Also fulfilled during the different time periods were: - 

(i)  Performing of duties by cleaners at Time 2 through to Time 5. 

 

Kate: 

‘She is doing a wonderful job and knows a bit about cleaning.’  

 

Leo:  

‘The ones that you are interviewing they just fit in very well with what they are 

supposed to be doing. They have done their work to the supervisor’s 

expectations. 
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(ii) Covering for other cleaners at Time 2 and Time 4. 

 

Claudia: 

‘I am three down in Appleton. One lady has gone away on holiday… and Sophia 

is covering one of those areas as well as her own area.’  

 

Kate: 

‗Adriana at the moment is covering the nursery with the other Polish lady.’ 

 

(iii)Adherence to health and safety policy at Time 2 and Time 3. 

 

Leo: 

‘She puts her signs up and stuff, you know when she’s mopped the floor, the sign 

is up there. She has moved it when it’s dry. 

 

The employer also fulfilled its obligations towards the cleaners over time. For example, 

cleaners received support, training, tools needed to perform their duties, pay and 

feedback on their performance. The recurrent fulfilment of obligations demonstrates the 

flow of reciprocity between the employees and the employer, which illustrates the 

psychological contract as an on-going dynamic process. 

 

An interesting observation is that cleaners are not encouraged to socialise with each 

other during work hours. Given the limited amount of time in which they are expected 

to complete their duties, cleaners are expected to concentrate on their duties within the 

three hour shift.  

Leo: 

‗We don’t have a lot of time to socialise. We only have three hours, and there is 

a lot of work to do within the three hours. But they do speak to each other as 

they go about their business. They are not allowed to stand and talk because 

again we don't have a lot of time. It’s just a question of saying ‘‘Hello’ Yes I’m 

fine’ ‘Thank you’’ and then they get on with the work. ‘ 

 

Such a socialisation process of cleaners can affect their definition of the exchange 

relationships in purely transactional terms. 
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Summary of employer‘s perspectives 

The employer experienced twenty-two incidents of breach of the psychological contract 

and two cases of violation. Equity considerations are apparent relating to breach where 

cleaners‘ lack of obligation fulfilment is considered unfair to other cleaners. This 

demonstrates social sensemaking where other cleaners behaviours (who are third parties) 

are taken into consideration in the evaluation of the psychological contract. Therefore 

breach is not just about employees‘ failing the employer but is also about failing their 

colleagues who are meeting their own psychological contracts towards the employer. 

Two cases of violation of the psychological contract emerged where two contracts were 

terminated. Also established in the study is that the seriousness of the act of theft is not 

necessarily determined only by the material amount of what is taken but is also 

determined by violation of trust and loyalty. Termination of an employee‘s work 

contract indicates that a violated psychological contract is probably impossible to repair. 

Perhaps very important in this group is that the employer experiences breach in a 

personal way as do employees.  

 

The employer findings (Francistown College) are followed below by the last group of 

employees: cleaners in Francistown College.  

 

7.3.2.2 Cleaners Group  

Research question 1: What is the employer’s content of the psychological contract? 

Information relevant to the above research questions emerged from the Cleaners‘ final 

five templates. From Time 1 template, text was drawn from category 3.1 ‗Employer 

Obligations‘ and category 4.0 ‗Origins of Obligations.‘ The categories were formulated 

on the following question:  What obligations does the employer owe? Where do they 
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come from? The following table shows the employer‘s content of the psychological 

contract as perceived by employees at Time 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5. 

 

 Table 7—10 Employer‘s Content of the Psychological contract 

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 

- Pay  

- Flexible hours 

- Holidays  

- Resources to 

do the job 

- Protection 

from 

harassment 

- Fair and equal 

treatment  

- Feedback  

- Training  

Fulfilled:  

- Pay 

- Training  

- Resources to 

do the job  

- Secure job 

- Flexible 

work hours 

- Fair 

treatment 

Exceeded 

obligation: 

- Holiday 

Fulfilled: 

- Pay 

 

Breach:  

- Work beyond 

job description  

Fulfilled: 

- Pay 

- Equal treatment  

- Training  

- Feedback   

 

Breach: 

- Treatment by 

acting 

supervisors 

 

Fulfilled: 

- Pay 

- Fair 

treatment 

- Job security 

-Flexible 

hours  

 

Discarded 

obligation: 

- English 

classes 

 

 

At Time 1, eight employer obligations emerged as indicated in Table 7-10. A very 

strong emphasis was placed on pay, where interviewees stated that the decision to take 

up current employment was based on ‗money only’. 

Sophia: 

‘It’s just to work and get my pay. It’s very simple. I don’t expect anything more, 

just pocket money. The job doesn’t mean much to me. This is just a part time job 

for me.’ 

 

Steven: 

‘I just work here for money. Pay is the most important obligation for me. It’s not 

a difficult job. It’s just mopping, using the vacuum cleaner and emptying bins.’ 

 

Patience: 

‘...That they pay me for my work. I work and they pay me. That’s it.’ 

 

 

Very little emphasis was placed on the employer‘s obligation to train employees. The 

job is viewed as a menial low paid job that anyone can do.  

Steven: 

‘It’s very easy. Anyone can do it. I don’t need training. For me you know, it’s 

not necessary I think. It’s not necessary because it’s just an easy job. You don’t 

need to learn that one. It’s a waste of time.’ 
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Interviewer: 

‘Why do you see it as a waste of time? 

Steven: 

‘Because anybody can do it. The supervisor only tells you what to do on your 

floor. They just tell you your tasks and you do it. You just mop, vacuum, and do 

the bins. That’s it.’ 

 

Sophia: 

‘The job doesn’t mean anything to me. This is just a part time job for me. I don’t 

think I need any training’ 

 

Patience: 

‘I need a job that pays better ...’ 

 

 

Interviewees made it clear that the field of domestic services was not a profession of 

choice but a temporary trade as they pursue their goals. However, Patience and Steven 

appreciate the need to train on certain aspects of the job that they are not familiar with 

such as using the buffer. In Sophia‘s case, she believes that the employer is obligated to 

provide English lessons to her as a cleaner to improve her vocabulary and understanding 

of the English language.  

 

Emphasis was also placed on flexible work hours to give cleaners the flexibility to 

schedule work around one‘s private life. They were informed during the interviewee 

and selection phase that hours of work were 07:00 to 10:00. They were allowed to 

change the hours to suit them on the first day of work to 06:00 to 09:00. For Steven and 

Sophia who are both international students, starting and finishing an hour early was 

necessary as it made it possible for them to attend classes on time at the university and 

the college, respectively.  

 

Steven: 

‘You know the earliest start time is from 05:30 to 08:30 which is difficult for me, 

so I chose 06:00 to 09:00. So when I finish I can still go to the university on time. 

10:00 is a little bit late, so I changed to 06:00 to 09:00.’ 
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Sophia: 

‘I have changed my hour so that I can start earlier and finish on time to go to 

classes.’ 

 

As Steven and Sophia have friends working for Francistown College as cleaners who 

recommended the job, interviewees were aware of the flexible work patterns permitted 

by the employer.  The same applied to Patience whose grandmother is one of the 

supervisors in the college.  

 

Equal and fair treatment of employees was also emphasised as one of the obligations 

owed by the employer. To one of the interviewees, the obligation manifests itself in 

other people‘s experiences with the employer.   

Sophia: 

‘My friends told me it’s a good place to work.  They are treated well. They will 

treat me good as well.’ 

 

In Patience‘s case, reference is made to her knowledge of the legal policy on anti 

discrimination operated by the college. 

Patience: 

‘And also I expect it not to discriminate against people from different ethnic 

backgrounds that work here together. It’s policy.’ 

 

A strong emphasis was placed on the employer‘s obligation to protect employees from 

harassment based on interviewees‘ knowledge of college policy on anti-bullying and 

from past experiences based on the college‘s handling of a harassment case. For 

instance, one interviewee recalled a conversation she had with her friends about a 

cleaner who was attacked by one of the college students. The cleaner was transferred to 

a different building and disciplinary action taken against the student. This reassured the 

interviewee of the employer‘s obligation to protect her if the same was to happen to her.   
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The employer also owes annual leave according to the laws of the land.  

Steven: 

‘They are supposed to give all employees holiday. I’m not sure about the 

number of days but I know it’s the law.’ 

 

The provisions of feedback and work materials are some of the obligations owed by the 

employer. Amongst the materials are buckets, mops, machinery and cleaning detergents, 

which cleaners need to perform their duties effectively. 

 

Sophia: 

‘They must provide what I need if they want me to be a good cleaner.’ 

 

Patience: 

‘New equipment if any is broken, cleaning liquids and tables. Stuff like that. 

Employers provide them.’ 

 

Steven: 

‘..I need mops, buckets, cleaning liquids and stuff. These are provided by 

organisations.’  

 

 

Research Questions 2: What is the employees’ content of the psychological 

contract? 

Shown in Table 7-11 is the content of the psychological contract on obligations that 

employees owe the employer, drawn from the Cleaners‘ templates.   

 

Table 7—11 Employee‘s Content of the Psychological contract 

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 

Time keeping  

Contractual 

duties  

Prioritise Work  

Cover 

provision  

Sick leave  

Health and 

safety 

regulations 

Fulfilled: 

Contractual 

duties 

Prioritise work 

Time keeping 

Obeyed the 

rules 

 

 

Fulfilled: 

Contractual 

duties 

Sick leave  

 

Emerging 

Obligation: 

Breaks  

Fulfilled:  

Contractual 

duties 

Time 

management 

Cover Provision 

Health and 

safety rules  

 

Breach: 

Late at work 

Fulfilled: 

Health and 

safety 

regulation 

Time keeping 

Cover 

provision 

 

Breach: 

Time keeping   

 

 

 



Page | 220 

 

At Time 1, eleven employee obligations emerged which cleaners believe they owe the 

employer. The cleaners gave prominence to their obligation to perform their duties of 

cleaning to the required standards. For instance, Sophia highlighted that since 

Francistown College pays her wages she owes it to the employer to perform her duties 

adequately. A declaration was made that when people take up employment, they are 

morally obligated to perform their duties. The psychological contract attribute of equity 

is apparent in phrases such as ‘that’s fair’ or ‘that’s what you are paid to do’ or ‘it’s the 

right thing to do.’ Performing one‘s duties is viewed as the right thing to do in exchange 

for pay. 

Steven: 

‘...To work as hard as I can. I do the work and I get paid. That’s fair, right?’ 

 

Sophia: 

‗... To do a good job and keep everything clean. It’s your responsibility and you 

get paid for doing your work.‘ 

 

Patience: 

‘To do as much as I can like cleaning the tables, vacuuming, cleaning toilets.  

 

 

Related to performing contractual duties is the institution‘s expectation that cleaners 

prioritise work. As a cleaner in the library, Patience placed a lot of emphasis on making 

daily decisions about the areas to clean first before staff and students arrive in the 

building. Duties that are capable of interfering with students‘ studies such as vacuum 

cleaning are viewed as a first priority.   

Patience: 

‘You have to be flexible because if you clean in an area where there are people, 

you have to work around them or do it before they actually get there. Because I 

work in the library I have to do the noisy bit first so that I do not distract them 

with the noise.’ 

 

Emphasis was also placed on proper time keeping which for two employees‘ manifests 

itself in fairness and reciprocity where good time keeping and performing one‘s duties 

are exchanged for pay.  
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Steven: 

‘...To start work on time. Never turn up late and never finish earlier than 09:00. 

They pay me so I should be on time every morning.” 

 

Patience: 

‘Good time keeping. It’s only fair to be on time and to do the work that I am 

paid to do.’ 

 

In Sophia‘s case, consequences of turning up late at work shape her obligation to the 

employer. She learnt (from her friends who also work at the college) about cleaners who 

were reprimanded and threatened with the loss of work for turning up late. Based on the 

implications of lateness at work, she believes that she has an obligation to be on time to 

keep her job.  

Sophia: 

‘I heard that some people came late and they were given two warning. And if 

you come late the third time they will fire you. So if I came late many times they 

will fire me.’ 

 

As a written relational obligation in their employment contract, employees are obligated 

to provide cover for other employees when requested by the supervisor. Another 

obligation is for the cleaners to phone the employer on occasions when they are unable 

to make it to work which was explicitly communicated by their supervisors on the first 

day of work. The same is explicitly stated on the job contract. 

Sophia: 

‘And if I am sick I will let them know before work time to find someone to cover 

for me. It’s on the job contract.’ 

 

Employee adherence to health and safety regulations was also emphasised and 

understood in terms of putting out caution signs and using the right equipment when 

cleaning. Retrospective accounts were utilised by interviewees as they recalled their 

conversations with their supervisors on the first day of work that they were expected to 
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observe the health and safety regulations, by using the correct equipment on the right 

areas.   

Patience: 

‘On the first day I was told that I should observe health and safety regulations 

like putting out signs and using the right equipment. It’s policy.’ 

 

Steven: 

‘They told me that I must use the caution sign when I mop the floor, clean the 

machine after use and use the right equipment. I have to follow the rules 

otherwise we will have accidents.’  

 

Sophia: 

‘I have to follow the rules to protect myself and other people.’ 

 

 

Research question 3: What are the temporal changes of the psychological contract? 

Information relevant to this research questions was drawn from the Cleaners‘ final five 

templates, from Time 3 through to Time 5 where temporal changes were observed.  The 

table below (Table 7-12) gives a summary of the sequential changes of the cleaners‘ 

psychological contract. It consists of three columns which represent changes at Time 2, 

3, 4 and 5. 

 

Table 7—12 Temporal Changes of the Cleaners‘ Psychological Contract 

Time 3 Time 4 Time 5 

Breach:  

- Work beyond job description  

 

Emerging Obligation: 

- Breaks  

 

Exceeded obligation: 

- Holiday 

Breach: 

- Treatment by 

acting supervisors 

 

Breach: 

- Late at work 

Discarded 

obligation: 

- English classes 

 

Breach: 

- Time keeping   

 

The obligations addressed in the above two research questions are a depiction of the 

content of the cleaners‘ psychological contract as perceived by them. Four temporal 

changes surfaced at Time 3 to Time 5 in terms of:- 
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(i) Exceeded obligation.  

(ii) Breach of the psychological contract. 

(iii) Emerging obligation.  

(iv) Abandonment of an obligation.  

7.3.2.2.1 Exceeded obligations  

As shown above, the first temporal change involves exceeding one of the employer‘s 

obligations. As the employer is obligated to provide holidays to its employees, the 

obligation was reported as exceeded by one interviewee when she was offered a one-

day holiday as soon as she made the request and received payment for the day she 

missed. In evaluating the employer‘s obligation, a comparison is made by the 

interviewee between current experiences and past experiences with a previous employer 

where Sophia had to apply for leave two months in advance if she wanted to go away on 

leave and also get annual leave pay. In current employment, she talked to her supervisor 

about leave a day before she took it and she still got her pay. The discrepancy between 

previous and current experiences was interpreted as an exceeded obligation on the part 

of the employer. 

Sophia: 

‘I thought if I wanted a day off with pay, I would have to apply and wait for my 

reply for a long time. I just told her a day before I left.  I worked at Jamal’s and 

if I wanted a holiday I had to apply for nearly two months, which is a long time.  

 

7.3.2.2.2 Emerging obligations  

At Time 3, a new obligation emerged where employees were called to a meeting and 

informed that they are not allowed to go for tea or smoke breaks precipitated by an 

incident where some cleaners were caught smoking outside the building during working 
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hours. A complaint was made to the manager and a meeting was called to inform all 

employees against going for a break. Sophia learnt about this obligation during the 

meeting. 

Sophia: 

‘The supervisor said that this is not allowed, that we are not supposed to have a 

break or smoke during working time. 

 

The emergence of a new obligation changes the initial psychological contract as new 

items are brought into the content of the psychological contract. This change depicts the 

psychological contract as a processual and dynamic entity rather than a fixed one. This 

increase in the items of the contract illustrates the on-going nature of the psychological 

contract as it transforms over time. 

7.3.2.2.3 Breach of the psychological contract  

The third temporal change is highlighted by three cases of breach that took place at 

Time 3, 4 and 5. The first occurrence involved Steven‘s displeasure about his 

supervisor‘s request to carry out duties beyond his job description at Time 3. He was 

asked to collect cleaning materials like toilet paper rolls and spray from a store room in 

a different building. To come to terms with the incident, Steven consulted another 

cleaner to find out if his supervisor expected him to carry out duties outside his job 

description, a process indicative of social sensemaking. The discrepancy illustrates 

inequity between what he expected and what was required of him which produced 

feelings of disappointment. It also illustrates a transactional orientation. 

 

Steven: 

‘Sometimes the supervisor asks us to go and get stuff from stores. I don’t know if 

this is in our job description but the supervisor told us to do it and we just do it. 

We take toilet rolls, spray and other stuff from the store room from another 

building to our building.’ 

Interviewer: 

‘Are you disappointed that you are expected to perform such duties? 
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Steven: 

‘Yes. A little bit, but its okay.’ 

 

 

The second prevalence of breach involves irritation displayed by the same interviewee 

at Time 4 following requests by an acting supervisor for him and another cleaner to 

perform tasks which belong to other individuals, when they completed theirs early. 

While they performed the work, the individuals stood by chatting amongst themselves, 

which he felt was unacceptable. What is interesting is that actions of the acting 

supervisors who are also cleaners at the college were regarded by Steven as the 

employer‘s breach of contract towards him as they were representing the employer at 

that time. 

Steven: 

‘The thing is they think we were just talking and doing nothing. But actually we 

did our work. The work does not belong to us. We shouldn’t do it. I don’t like it. 

It should not happen.’ 

 

The interviewee was frustrated about the request which he carried out regardless 

because he did not want to be seen to be complaining too much. Steven was also 

frustrated that he found the individuals rude. He was not happy with their choice of 

words when they addressed him.  

Steven: 

‘‘For me it’s uncomfortable. Sometimes, you know, if they need you to do 

something, they just speak to you to ‘do this thing this thing this thing.’ For me, I 

think it’s not very kind. They don’t say it kindly’’ 

 

As an international student from China, the way he was addressed could be a clash of 

cultures (English vs. Chinese).  

 

Other incidents of breach were experienced at Time 4 and 5 which involved poor time 

keeping by two interviewees who turned up late for work. In the first instance, Steven 



Page | 226 

 

turned up fifteen minutes late. The interviewee made a promise to his supervisor that the 

mistake will not reoccur. 

 

Steven: 

‘I was fifteen minutes late and the supervisor saw me. She told me never to do it 

again. I know it’s my fault. I just said ‘‘Sorry I’m late. I promise I won’t do it 

again.’’ 

 

Patience also admitted breaching the psychological contract by turning up late for work 

a number of times which she attributed to poor health.  

Patience: 

‘Time keeping hasn’t been that good lately because I have been ill, being 

pregnant. It’s not been good lately, but when I’m here it’s good.’ 

 

7.3.2.2.4 Abandonment of obligations  

The last transformation was manifested in the abandonment of one of the obligations (to 

be offered English classes) at Time 5 when Sophia felt that it was an unrealistic 

expectation on her part, given the type of job she was in. The interviewee also realised 

that she did not need to have a strong command of the English language to be a cleaner. 

The abandonment of an item in the content of the psychological contract post-entry 

illustrates the dynamic nature of the contract. It also demonstrates the contract as a 

process that incessantly transform with time after joining the organisation. The initial 

contract changes when items are dropped or added to the content.  

Sophia: 

‘...That is too much to expect. I think for a cleaner it’s not necessary. ’ 

 

7.3.2.2.5 Fulfilled obligations 

Alongside the stated temporal changes, obligations were fulfilled over the time period. 

Both parties in the employment relationship fulfilled some items in their contract during 
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the period under study. Fulfilment of obligations by the employer compelled some 

cleaners to do the same. The recurrent fulfilment of obligations illustrates the flow of 

reciprocity between the employees and the employer.  This flow of reciprocity where 

parties in the employment relationship fulfil their obligations to one another highlights 

the psychological contract as an on-going and dynamic process rather than a fixed and 

static contract. The obligations fulfilled by cleaners include the execution of their 

cleaning duties, understood in terms of the amount of work done and positive feedback 

received from supervisors. 

Patience: 

‘If you could have seen the state of this room before I put it all back, honestly 

you would have seen the floors covered in plaster and the furniture was 

everywhere. The past few weeks that I have been in, I’ve done floors, I’ve done 

windows, floors, shelves, everything. But now the plastering has been out, I had 

to do it again. I think I am doing well. To be doing all this in such a short time, 

I’m doing very well.’ 

 

Steven: 

‘I do A-floor. I just wipe the floor, clean the offices, empty the bins, clean one 

toilet and the lifts. I have done all that’ 

 

Sophia: 

‘The supervisor has been coming to check my work. She checks what I’ve done 

on the floors, and she let us know when I’m doing well or what else needed to be 

done. So yeah, I do get feedback, which is good’. 

 

Another interesting way in which fulfilment of the obligation (performance of duties) is 

understood is if supervisors do not complain about their work, the interviewees assume 

they are meeting the requirements.  

Sophia: 

‘I think I am doing well. I think if I do something wrong the supervisor will tell 

me. But she has not told me anything lately.’ 

 

Interviewer: 

‘Are you meeting your obligations towards the employer?’ 

Steven: 

‘Yes. Nobody complains, so my work is fine. 
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Steven also reported covering for other cleaners who were on holidays when the college 

closed for the summer as expected by the employer.  

Steven: 

‘Sometimes you need to cover for others on holidays. I work on A floor. It’s not 

very busy at the moments because the school is closed. Sometimes I cover other 

floors and other buildings. But it’s alright for me because if I didn’t do that, I 

would have nothing to do. So, I have done that.’ 

 

Interviewees also fulfilled their obligations by observing the health and safety 

regulations. In making sense of fulfilment of the obligation, retrospective accounts were 

given like putting out signs when mopping the floor, using machinery properly, using 

the right colour-coded cloths to clean appropriate areas and wearing proper attire.   

 Interviewer: 

‘In the last four weeks, would you say that you adhered to the health and safety 

regulations?’ 

Patience: 

‘Yes I have. I wear correct footwear, apron, put my signs out, and the machinery 

including the buffers, the shampooer, and the vacuum. You have to leave signs 

out when you’re mopping floors and tidying toilets. So yeah. You wear gloves 

when you do your toilets, you use different cloths when you do your toilets and 

sinks and table. So yes, I have.’ 

  

The employer also carried out its obligations towards employees. Of paramount 

importance to interviewees is pay, which interviewees received every week. The subject 

of pay came up at every interview.  

Steven: 

‘I am paid every week at the same time. Every Thursday morning and no 

exceptions.  So I think it’s good with payment.’ 

 

Sophia: 

‘I am happy with pay and it’s on time every week.’ 

 

Interviewees received training with regard to performance of duties.  

Patience: 

‘Yes. I was trained on buffing and using the shampooer. For two weeks I was 

trained on them. Last week she let me get on with it by myself. And because I 

have been learning buffing, there are different types. There’s your carpets, 
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there’s shining floors, and there’s different parts to use for floors. I’ve been 

learning how to use them.’ 

 

At Time 1, a strong emphasis was placed on the employer‘s obligation to offer 

flexibility in the hours of work which cleaners changed to suit them on the first day of 

work. The employer continued accommodating one of the interviewee‘s (Sophia) needs 

to change her hours. She was given permission to work one hour instead of three hours 

for two consecutive days because she had to go to class early and still got paid for the 

whole shift.  

Sophia: 

‘And last two weeks I needed to go to school very early. So I just come to work 

one hour in two days. I just told the supervisor that I’m sorry I have to do 

something. I can just work one hour. She said okay. So I did my work quicker 

and finished everything. And it’s fine you know.’ 

 

Interviewees also reported turning up for work on time during the duration of the study. 

Steven admitted showing up late at work only once during the period under study. It is 

therefore plausible to him to believe that overall he is meeting his obligation towards 

the employer.  

Steven: 

‘It’s just one time when I was half an hour late. I always show up on time.’ 

 

Sophia and Patience also admitted turning up late a couple of times, sometimes by one 

hour in Sophia‘s case. However, since Sophia always makes up for lost time by staying 

on an extra hour, she interprets her actions as fulfilment of the obligation towards the 

employer. 

Sophia: 

‘Sometimes I am a little bit late. Last week I came here at seven and finished at 

ten. The supervisor just saw me and said ‘‘You’re late today. I know I’m sorry.’’ 

And then I finished at ten so it’s okay. I worked all my hours. As long as you 

work your hours that’s fine. 
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Summary of Cleaners‘ Findings 

In this group of employees, eight employer and eleven employee obligations emerged 

where the cleaners‘ are in the job for money only. Employees in this group are 

transactional-oriented, shaped by their biases towards pay. Their orientation is also 

shaped by their perceptions towards the profession that cleaning is a menial job that 

does not have a lot of incentives and opportunities. It may also be influenced by the 

socialisation process from the employer, for instance, Leo (the manager) made it clear 

that cleaners are expected to perform their duties and not socialise amongst themselves. 

 

Four temporal changes emerged during the different time periods, two of which are 

similar to those found in other groups of employees (emergence of new obligations and 

breach). Two incidents of breach of the psychological contract took place. The first 

incident related to a request to Steven to perform duties beyond his perceived 

employment contract. Social sensemaking took place as he consulted his friend about 

the request. The second breach was manifested in requests from acting supervisors for 

Steven to perform other cleaner‘s duties which he carried out unwillingly because he is 

a ‗newcomer‘ and did not want to be seen as instigating trouble.  

 

Another change relates to the emergence of new obligations. While all groups of 

employees experienced the emergence of new obligations, their sources are different. In 

the Lecturers‘ group, new obligations originated from assumption of new roles after 

entry into the organisation. In the Administrators‘ group, these emerged as expectations 

developed from fulfilled obligations. The emergence of new obligations in the Cleaners‘ 

group was acquired after entry when one of the employees came to learn about it from 

her supervisor.    
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The third temporal change relates to the exceeding of obligations by the employer. The 

interpretation of the obligations emanated from comparisons between past experience 

with previous employer and current experiences with the new employer.  The last 

change concerned the abandonment of an obligation when it was decided that it was 

unrealistic.  

 

Given the nature of their work (job-centred three-hour shifts), where there are limited 

opportunities and incentives, Cleaners‘ group believe that they have a psychological 

contract with the employer only. This is in contrast with the other two groups of 

employees who have multiple psychological contracts with the employer, colleagues, 

students and academia. This lack of multiple contracts could also emanate from lack of 

socialisation among cleaners.  

 

General conclusion from the three groups of employees 

The findings presented above from the three groups of employees (lecturers, 

administrators and cleaners) exemplify different models and approaches to the 

psychological contract. One approach is displayed by cleaners who are transactional-

oriented, influenced by the nature of their work (lack of incentives and opportunities), 

lack of socialising with colleagues and their desire for remuneration. Friends working 

for the same employer are seen as very important sources of information which cleaners 

draw on to formulate and evaluate their psychological contract. Lecturers (except Pedro) 

are relational-oriented which is also influenced by the nature of their work which has 

plenty of incentives like training, conference and research funding, different allowances 

discussed earlier, and so on. For instance, collaboration and research links are very 
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important in their line of work as they build relationships. In this group of employees, 

Pedro exhibited transactional-orientation which was brought about by incidents of 

breach he experienced. Lecturers used past experiences in the formulation of their 

psychological contract.  In some cases, other people were consulted to find out 

information about the university prior to entry which also shaped the psychological 

contract. Except for Pedro, lecturers reported that they liked working for the current 

employer. In the Administrators‘ group, Kenny and Pamela are relational-oriented and 

hoped to stay with their employer beyond their eighteen and twenty four months 

contracts, which is in contrast to Patisa. A transactional-orientation is displayed by one 

administrator who also hopes to leave the employer as soon he finds another job. 

Administrators consist of multiple contracts (as lecturers) and tend to rely on support 

from colleagues to show them the ‗ropes‘. The different models are also depicted by the 

different content of the contract which is unique to each group. 
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8 DISCUSION 

 

Introduction:  

 

The previous chapter looked at the finding of the study. These findings highlight the 

conception, and the ensuing processual and temporal nature of the psychological 

contract. The temporal changes to the contract include the transition from transactional 

to relational obligations, the emergence of new obligations, together with contract 

breach and violation as well as contract renegotiation over time. The current chapter 

discusses the temporal changes presented in the findings chapter particularly in relation 

to existing literature. This chapter initially provides a short summary of the available 

literature prior to this current research, followed by a discussion of emerging research 

based on the findings in relation to this thesis research in accordance with the research 

objectives. 

 

 

8.1 Summary of literature prior to current research 

As highlighted in earlier chapters, it was imperative to review two bodies of knowledge 

relating to both the psychological contract and organisational socialisation, given the 

overall aim of the research study. A variety of methodological and conceptual problems 

affecting the psychological contract were discussed in the second chapter. Prior to this 

research, conceptual issues include the re-conceptualisation of the psychological 

contract through which the construct has predominantly been researched as an 

individual phenomenon. As discussed in the literature review, the narrowing of the 

psychological contract has resulted in the relative neglect of the employer as the ‗other‘ 

party to the contract. Also deliberated on in the previous chapters are research designs 

predominantly used by researchers of the psychological contract, most of which have 

done little to show the psychological contract as a process, though literature suggests 
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that it is an on-going dynamic process. A case was made for researching the 

psychological contract as a process taking place through the period of organisational 

socialisation.  

 

The limited research on the formation of the psychological contract has tended to focus 

on content of the contract (on what parties in the employment relationship interpret as 

their psychological contract) rather than the process (formative stages in relation to how 

these contracts are formed).  

 

Specific research questions were identified based on this rationale which also influenced 

the chosen research design: a longitudinal research study covering pre-entry into the 

employment up to 20 to 24 weeks post-entry: a qualitative research approach, use of 

semi-structured in depth interviews and the adoption of a sensemaking framework. 

 

8.2 The relevance of sensemaking framework 

Sensemaking has been used in this research study as a framework for understanding the 

salient processes of the psychological contract. The research illustrates the 

psychological contract as an on-going process where sensemaking of the contract occurs 

during its formulation and transformation. In essence, sensemaking is an ideal 

framework for exploring the processes of the psychological contract formulation and 

transformation. The main contribution of the study is the processes of the psychological 

contract.   
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8.3 Theoretical implications  

Literature on the psychological contract acknowledges that most research on the 

construct focuses on the content of the psychological contract and that very little is 

known about its formative stages. The research reported in this thesis has made an effort 

to address this by focusing on the content of the contract as well as the process. The 

findings illustrate the dynamic nature of the psychological contract during newcomer 

socialisation into the organisation.  

 

8.4 The model of the psychological contract  

The temporal nature of the psychological contract is represented in the following model 

which emerges from this study‘s research findings. Highlighted in the model is the 

psychological contract formation during anticipatory stages and how it changes during 

encounter stages of the psychological contract as employees are socialised into the 

organisation. That is, the model shows the processual nature of the psychological 

contract from its initial conception through to how it transforms over time. Also shown 

is the concept of sensemaking as new employees seek to understand and make clear 

sense of events and situations they encounter. Sensemaking emphasizes the interpretive 

processes in which individuals create meaning at both pre and post-entry stages. 

Socialisation processes influencing the psychological contract are also highlighted. The 

text following Figure 8.1 explores this framework in more detail so as to present the 

conceptual ideas that are emerging from this research.  
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Figure 8.1: A model of the psychological contract process  

 
 

8.4.1 Anticipatory socialisation and the psychological contract  

The development of the initial contract begins before entry into the organisation (Louis, 

1980; Nelson and Quick, 1991; Thomas and Anderson, 1998b; Rousseau, 2001; Purvis 
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and Cropley, 2003).  As the model illustrates, during anticipatory stage of socialisation, 

individuals draw cues from a variety of sources to formulate the initial psychological 

contract. This depicts the formulation of the contract taking place pre-entry into the 

organisation. The extraction of cues is a sensemaking process that employees engage in 

to understand reciprocal obligations. The following discusses the formulation of the 

initial contract based on cues depicted in the model. 

 

8.4.1.1 Job advertisement and interviews  

The model shows that cues are extracted from a variety of sources to formulate the 

psychological contract. The first source of information from which cues are extracted 

include the job advertisements and interviews conducted by organisations during the 

recruitment processes. For instance, Francistown College‘s interviews with cleaners 

discussed work hours, pay, holidays, performance of contractual duties, an 

understanding of the English language, work experience, etc. The job advertisements 

also state what the employers are willing to offer and desirable qualities of individuals 

they are looking for. Cues are extracted from these to formulate the initial psychological 

contract.  Consistent with previous research, recruitment and selection experiences have 

been known to provide a forum through which beliefs of expectations, obligations and 

promises are developed (Rousseau, 1995; Purvis and Cropley, 2003; Scholarios et al., 

2003; Conway and Briner, 2005) 

 

8.4.1.2 Institutional expectations  

The next source from which cues are extracted to formulate the psychological contract 

is institutional expectations. These expectations are formulated from recruitment 
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interviews that individuals attend as the interview panel interact with the recruit. Some 

were extracted from social interactions with other people who already work for the 

same employer. Employees interpret these expectations as their obligations towards 

their employers. For instance, university lecturers are expected to teach students, 

undertake research activities, attend conferences and protect the image of the 

organisation; Cleaners are expected to provide cover for other cleaners on leave and 

record accurate hours on their time sheets; administrators are expected to protect the 

corporate image of the employer and perform their duties. While some of these 

institutional expectations are explicit formal obligations expected of individuals, some 

are implied. Nonetheless, they all shape the initial psychological contract.  

 

One of the debates surrounding the psychological contract is the three perceptions of 

expectations, obligations and promises regarding which of these constitute the 

psychological contract (Arnold, 1996; Guest, 1998a; Guest, 1998b; Conway and Briner, 

2005). Conway and Briner (2005) put forward the distinction between the three 

perceptions and suggested the use of promises which they view as most closely aligned 

to the idea of a contract. This research depicts that the formulation of the psychological 

contract at the anticipatory stage of the psychological contract is partly shaped by 

institutional expectations and not necessarily promises. The findings thus support the 

arguments that restricting the definition of the psychological contract to promises which 

are presumed to have been made by each party leave out other factors which have an 

impact on the psychological contract. The word promise was mentioned only five times 

in eighty-one interviews. While it is possible to make conceptual distinctions between 

the three types of beliefs, Guest (1998b) argues that they may be harder to 

operationalise, a position which is also supported by the current findings. 
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8.4.1.3 Reputation  

The reputation of an employer also shapes the psychological contract. This was found to 

be the case for Ramotswa University which has a well known reputation that it has built 

for itself over the years which also emerged as shaping the initial contract. Obligations 

owed by both the employees and the employer, as perceived by the employees, were 

formulated based on this. For instance, employees felt obligated to behave in a manner 

that would not bring disrepute to the corporate image of the university, but enhance its 

reputation. They also expected certain facilities (for example, offices that are not shared, 

state of the art facilities, etc.) given the university‘s favourable reputation as one of the 

best in European Universities. Newcomers admitted that the publicity about the 

university influenced their formulation of the psychological contract. Garavan and 

Morley‘s (1997) study of 126 graduates in three organisation also found that the 

publicity about the organisations influenced the formulation of the initial contract of 

graduates. 

 

8.4.1.4 Identity construction  

The formulation of the psychological contract is also shaped by one‘s identity. The 

identities can be found in employees goals and ambitions that employees want to 

achieve. Employees perceptions about the exchange are focused on the achievement and 

maintenance of these goals (Conway and Briner, 2005). Identities of individuals also 

come into play when employees evaluate the psychological contract. That is personal 

identity influences their perceptions about how well the employer has fulfilled its 

obligations towards them. For instance, a lecturer‘s identity as a researcher influences 



Page | 240 

 

interpretations of perception related of research and other inducements linked to 

research which are offered by the employer. In addition, a lecturer‘s identity as a teacher 

will influence perceptions in evaluating teaching-related activities and other 

inducements related to teaching. For instance, Lizzie‘s identity as a teacher is discussed 

at length in the findings chapter, and demonstrates an individual who actively created 

this identity and acted in a manner that influenced her students‘ perceptions of her 

through her teaching techniques.  Her renegotiation of a higher teaching load also 

demonstrates her desire to maintain her identity as a teacher. This highlights an 

individual as trying to shape and react to the environment they face in their 

interpretation of the psychological contract. This findings supports Conway and Briner 

(2005) who suggests that how people make sense of events will be affected by their 

identities. This is also consistent with Weick‘s (1995) enactment of sensible 

environment which posits that people are part and parcel of the environment they face. 

‘... There is not some kind of monolithic, singular, fixed environment that exits 

detached from and external to people. Instead ... the people are very much a 

part of their own environments... people produce part of the environment they 

face’ (Weick, 1995, pp.31)  

 

This also support Beyer and Hannah (2002) who found identities of new employees 

influencing interpretations of evens and assimilation in a new work setting. Therefore 

individual‘s identities affect their interpretation of the psychological contract (pre and 

post-entry). In essence, sensemaking of events is a continuous process that takes place 

as employees interpret and evaluate the psychological contract as demonstrated in the 

model. 
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8.4.1.5 Past experience  

Amongst sources of information from which recruits extract cues to formulate their 

initial psychological contract is past work experience and knowledge of one‘s 

profession. This means that information learnt from previous history of employment 

shapes one‘s psychological contract with the prospective employer in terms of what 

each party owes the other (Conway and Briner, 2005). For instance, lecturers 

constructed what they perceived to be their contributions and the employer‘s 

inducement based on their past experiences in academia.  Cleaners‘ obligations were 

also shaped by their knowledge about the requirements of the field of domestic service. 

While one may be tempted to assume that the psychological contract is not new in the 

case of such recruits, this researcher would like to state that it is because it is formulated 

from cues extracted from a variety of sources some of which are unique to the each 

organisation (e.g. inferences from deliberations in recruitment interviews, the reputation 

of the employer, institutional expectations, etc). Obviously pre employment experiences 

are important influences on the initial psychological contract, and will hence shape the 

psychological contract in later years.     

 

8.4.1.6 Social information processes 

The social information processes that individuals engage in with their peers during 

anticipatory socialisation also shape the psychological contract. Peers working for the 

same organisation inform recruits about their experiences with the organisation which 

influence their perceptions about the exchange agreement during anticipatory 

socialisation. An interesting example in the present study is also Sophia‘s 

interpretations about the employer‘s obligation to protect her from harassment. She 

believed that since the organisation protected one of the cleaners from harassment by a 
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student, the employer would also protect her if she encountered the same problem, 

instilling a sense of safety in her. Extant research acknowledges that employees learn 

from other people‘s experiences which in turn influence their psychological contract. 

Research has paid attention to new employees‘ ability to proactively influence their own 

adjustments (Ostroff and Kozlowski, 1992; Saks and Ashforth, 1997).  

 

Several authors have shown that new employees seek information from different 

sources and use different strategies for information acquisition. For example, 

information can be acquired by testing waters and creating situations to which others 

have to respond to in order to observe their reactions (Rousseau, 1995; Conway and 

Briner, 2005), observing others, openly asking questions, approaching a third party and 

reading documented materials. Literature on psychological contract and socialisation 

acknowledges social information processing as the process whereby employees pick up 

and internalise the behaviour and attitudes of others around them gathered during 

interactions with and observations of co-workers, supervisors and friends. For instance, 

Thomas and Anderson‘s (1998b) study of British Army recruits‘ information seeking 

found that social information processing influenced new recruits expectations which 

were found to be similar to those of experienced soldiers. While the influence of post-

entry social influence is acknowledged, psychological contract research has paid little 

attention to social influence on prospective employees by existing employees‘ pre entry 

into the organisation. The current research shows that prospective employees‘ 

interaction with existing employees of an organisation shape the psychological contract 

pre-entry into the organisation. While such obligations may not be promised by current 

employer, they are important in the shaping of the psychological contract. 
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The above highlights the social and cognitive making of sense of events in the 

formulation of the contract during the anticipatory stage of socialisation. Individuals 

extract cues from a variety of sources from which they formulate their initial 

psychological contract. This demonstrates cognitive biases towards certain information 

as opposed to other which has been acknowledged in the literature as shaping the 

psychological contract (Robinson et al., 1994; Rousseau, 2001) and explains the 

contract‘s subjectivity. In essence, an individual‘s cognitive biases influences which 

information an individual will extract and focus on as cues in formulation of the initial 

contract. Therefore learning and making sense of the psychological contract starts pre-

entry into the organisation.  

 

During anticipatory socialisation, individuals develop expectations (Wanous, 1997) and 

multiple contracts with the employer and other individuals (Crossman 2002 c.f. Nadin, 

2003) in anticipation of future interactions. Relationships with colleagues and others, 

and the development of their psychological contract are considered equal if not more 

influential than their interaction with the employer. An interesting finding about the 

Cleaner‘s group is the lack of multiple contracts which can be attributed to few work 

incentives and lack of opportunities. Cleaners expressed that there was very little to 

expect from the employer given the kind of job that they were in. It is therefore not a 

surprise that cleaners have little attachment to their job and lack multiple contracts. The 

job does not have any value to them except providing them with a way to earn money 

for a living. It is also noted by De Cuyper et al. (2008) who in their review of the 

psychological contract have observed that unlike permanent employment that is 

associated with extensive statutory benefits, unemployment insurance and protection 

from unfair dismissals, temporary employment consists of few benefits. This has an 
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impact on the basic level of commitment and motivation as shown by cleaners 

(Cullinane and Dundon, 2006).  Such a group of employees has been relatively 

neglected by psychological contract researchers whose main focus is on professionals 

like MBA graduates who obviously have different needs, goals and expectations. While 

professionals are prepared to go the ‗extra mile‘, low-skilled workers (like cleaners in 

current study) do not show commitment and devotion to the employer because there are 

few incentives from the employer.  

 

Contradictory results of temporary workers‘ commitment to the organisation were 

found by McDonald and Makin (2000) who note high levels of commitment in 

temporary workers in one of the organisations in the holiday industry. New entrants into 

the market found the job highly desirable, glamorous and of high status. Employees 

expected that permanent membership would be offered eventually following industry 

practice. The practice was to replace permanent staff from a pool of regular seasonal 

staff. Organisations also sort temporary staff from those who had worked for them in 

previous seasons.   Under those conditions, high levels of commitment can be expected. 

This suggests that temporary workers differ in the extent to which they engage in 

relational and transactional contracting. While the psychological contract of temporary 

and permanent workers differs along the transactional-relational dimensions (De Cuyper 

and De Witte, 2008), individuals who perceive a renewed contract or a chance in 

receiving a permanent contract might anticipate a relational psychological contract 

(Connelly and Gallagher, 2004), and high levels of commitment as shown by McDonald 

and Makin (2000) findings.  

 



Page | 245 

 

The psychological contract, sensemaking and organisational socialisation are 

continuous. The sensemaking of the psychological contract evolves over time during the 

different stages of socialisation. Therefore when individuals begin work, they graduate 

from outsiders to new employees as they cross the border to the encounter stage of 

socialisation as shown on the model. The extraction and focusing on cues does not stop 

at entry, but continues into the next stages of organisational socialisation as the 

construct transform.  

 

8.4.2 Encounter socialisation  

The psychological contract is formulated in retrospect and is influenced by whatever 

takes place each time an event occurs. In the encounter stage of socialisation, 

experiences are critical in shaping employees long term orientation to the organisation 

(Louis, 1980; Wanous, 1997; Thomas and Anderson, 1998b).  These same experiences 

are critical in shaping the psychological contract. During this time sensemaking takes 

place as new employees come to terms with events encountered during their interactions 

with the employer and other people in the organisation. That is, retrospect account of 

events are utilised to make sense of the present and the future. In the process, re-

evaluation of the psychological contract takes place. The following socialisation 

processes after entry influence the transformation of the psychological contract. These 

socialisation processes (as illustrated in the model) are discussed next. 

 

 

8.4.2.1 Socialisation processes during encounter socialisation 

After entry into the organisation, findings suggest that the initial psychological contract 

evolves as obligations and promises are evaluated over time, which supports the 
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literature in psychological contract and organisational socialisation (Nelson and Quick, 

1991; Herriot and Pemberton, 1997; Conway and Briner, 2005).  This change in the 

psychological contract is brought by a number of socialisation processes which take 

place during the encounter stage of socialisation. For instance, employees in this study 

were assigned mentors who have been in employment for a longer time, who were 

presumed more experienced at task level. This was particularly useful for the cleaners 

and administrative groups of employees for skills‘ acquisition, which is particularly 

important for the criteria of performance of one‘s duties. Although lecturers had 

mentors, very little contact took place between them. While induction programmes were 

held for new employees at the two institutions, interviewees regarded the induction as a 

waste of time because they perceive that they did not learn anything from them that was 

worth reporting. Induction programmes have been reported in the past to fail to achieve 

what they set out to attain (Field and Harris, 1991). Induction programmes had very 

little if any influence probably because employees already new what to expect given 

past experiences in their field of work. 

 

Other forms of socialisation include social functions such as day trips and Christmas 

dinners to encourage employees to interact with each other.  Relationships emerge over 

time with colleagues which bring about changes in the psychological contract. For 

instance, deeper relationships with clients and colleagues emerge over time which 

transforms new employees‘ psychological contracts. Social sensemaking of events also 

takes place as employees consult their peers on matters such as breach. The socialisation 

of new employees is known to take place irrespective of the efforts of the organisation 

(Garavan and Morley, 1997). These socialisation processes are important to transform 

the psychological contract formulated during anticipatory socialisation.  
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The model highlights sensemaking of the psychological contract as an on-going process 

taking place during the different stages of organisational socialisation. As individuals 

make sense of events, the findings highlight that they are not passive entities in the 

employment relationship (Weick, 1995). They actively create their identities and behave 

in a manner that influences and maintains their identity. The transformation of the 

psychological contract is influenced by the processes discussed above as new 

employees are socialised into the organisation. Given these encounter socialisation 

processes post-entry into the organisation, the psychological contract is re-evaluated and 

transformed as below.  

 

8.4.2.2 Temporal Changes of the psychological contract  

A number of changes in the psychological contract take place influenced by above 

socialisation processes as shown in the model.  

 

8.4.2.2.1 Emergence of new obligations  

The findings suggest that during encounter socialisation new obligations emerge which 

change pre-conceived content of the psychological contract. New obligations emerge as 

employees take on new responsibilities as required by the organisation. New employees 

are not always aware of everything expected of them pre-entry into the organisation. 

Some roles became known to them post-entry into employment (for example, the 

development of teaching modules for some lecturers; union rules on tea break for 

cleaners). In other cases, employees were aware of the existence of such roles but they 

were not part of their initial contract.  The emergence of new roles is consistent with the 
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literature which states that after entering the organisation, new employees learn new job 

roles. Louis (1980) asserts that socialisation is a learning process through which new 

employees learn about the culture of the organisation and job roles, etc. An assumption 

of a new responsibility as in designing a teaching module was regarded as a new extra 

obligation by employees who were not initially tasked with the responsibility, which 

changed the content of their initial contract.  

 

The emergence of new obligations can also occur from the fulfilment of obligations by 

the other party as supported by the current findings. This research indicates that 

fulfilment of obligations by either party in the employment relationship generates new 

obligations. For instance, contract fulfilment by the employer (in offering an employee 

two afternoons off per week to attend classes) generated a new potential obligation for 

the employer to offer the same support when the employee decides to upgrade his 

degree qualification. This suggests that cues pertaining to employer support were 

extracted and focused on influenced by the type of relationship the employee and 

employer have. The fulfilment of the obligation by the employer generated trust and the 

belief that the employer was interested in Kenny‘s academic and professional 

development. This creation of new obligations originating from fulfilled obligations is 

consistent with Blau (1964) and Kotter (1973) who suggest that the fulfilment of 

obligations by either party can create more obligations, based on an increased level of 

trust. The findings are also consistent with De Vos et al. (2003) who suggested that 

continuous receipt of the benefits and repayment can create more obligations between 

the parties involved. Therefore the creation of new obligations transforms the 

psychological contract as indicated in the above model.  
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8.4.2.2.2 Transition of abstract obligations  

The study shows that post-entry socialisation processes can transform abstract 

obligations. This is highlighted by a shift of one of the transactional-based items in the 

content to a relational item. For example, an obligation to teach students which was 

transactional pre-entry into the organisation became relational over time for some 

lecturers as they became familiar with their students background and ambitions. 

Teaching was not regarded as a duty towards the employer any more as lecturers 

developed invested interests in their students‘ futures.  

 

Another abstract obligation that experienced a transformation is loyalty, which shifted 

from loyalty towards the employer to loyalty towards colleagues influenced by 

relationship building between them. This saw loyalty (abstract obligation towards the 

employer) changing to personal involvement and relationships with colleagues. The 

change highlights transformation within the same classification (relational contract) 

influenced by interactions with other people, while in teaching the transformation is a 

crossing over from transactional to relational attributes. The transformation of 

transactional to relational  items has been acknowledged to occur over time by Kotter  

(1973) who however attributes the change to trust evolving from fulfilment of 

obligations by each party in the employment relationship (employee and employer). 

This study shows that abstract obligations (both transactional and relational) can also 

transform over time when employees forge relationships with colleagues and clients of 

the organisation.  They develop strong commitment and loyalty ties with colleagues. 

The transformation of teaching (transactional to relational) and loyalty (from employer 

to employee) is consistent with the proximity rule that proposes that actors develop 

stronger affective ties to subgroups within a social system rather than the system itself. 
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Commitment to more proximal organisations is known to increase more than 

commitment to more distant units (Marks, 2001). Highly proximal groups are those that 

employees interact face to face with (Lawler 1998 cites by Marks 2001).These positive 

emotions increase commitment to the subgroup. The commitment to subgroups post 

entry brings about a transformation of the psychological contract.  

 

While employees have psychological contracts with highly proximal groups, current 

findings indicate that employees can also develop stronger attachments to one‘s 

profession than their attachment to the employer, where they perceive the employer as 

an entity through which one can achieve valued goals. In such cases, the employee may 

view their relationship with the employer as strictly transactional and views everything 

else as one‘s duty to one‘s profession. The psychological contract literature is silent on 

such an involvement.  

 

The above discussed the transformation of abstract obligations influenced by social 

interactions with others in the organisation. Prior research acknowledges that employees 

learn from their peers in the organisation and also learn by watching the employer‘s 

interaction with other people (Rousseau, 1995; Thomas and Anderson, 1998b; Conway 

and Briner, 2005). Thus cues extracted from such associations are known to influence 

employees‘ perceptions about the psychological contract. While inter-contractual 

impact from colleagues has been acknowledged as influencing the employee‘s 

psychological contract with the employer, this can be extended further for instances of 

equity comparisons where an employer compares an employee‘s interactions with the 

employer to that of another employee. This notion is highlighted in the study when one 

of the agents compares Yan‘s interactions with the employer to another cleaner who 
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was regarded as performing his duties well compared to Yan. Therefore other cleaners‘ 

interactions with the employer affected the agent‘s perceptions about Yan‘s fulfilment 

of his psychological contract.  

 

These are cases of social interaction influences on an individual‘s processing of 

information through which abstract obligations are transformed, which changes the 

initial psychological contract. Most definitions of the psychological contract emphasise 

that they are held at the individual level and exist in the eye of the beholder. 

Subjectivity at this level is in terms of both parties in the employment relationship 

seeing things differently or individuals holding different psychological contracts. While 

the psychological contract is defined as in the eye of the beholder, in cases of social 

influence by colleagues, it begs the question of whether they can be held as a group, 

particularly in instances of breach as in the PGCE programme where employees stated 

that they all felt the same way about the programme or when an employee consults 

another when he was requested to perform duties beyond his job description to compare 

experiences. While the above shows the role of equity comparisons, if the contract can 

be held as a group (as in industrial strikes), then researchers need to establish at what 

stage the psychological contract crosses from being ‘in the eyes of the beholder’ to 

become a group phenomenon.  

 

8.4.2.2.3 Fluctuations in importance of obligations  

Another change to the psychological contract is fluctuation in importance of obligations 

over time as indicative of findings. Some items of the psychological contract are 

considered important by employees at one point and less important at another changing 

the pre-conceived psychological contract. An example illustrative of this is when Lizzie 
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realised that research carries more weight in academia than teaching. Research then 

became more important than teaching to her. This shift where some items of the 

contract are considered more or less important over others during tenure depends on an 

employee‘s circumstances as in Lizzie‘s case.  This shift, which the literature on 

psychological contract is yet to acknowledge, highlights a transformation in the 

psychological contract. 

 

8.4.2.2.4 Discarding of pre-conceived obligations  

The discarding or discontinuation of an expectation following entry into the 

organisation is well documented by organisational socialisation researchers as 

employees reconcile expectations with reality. Likewise, some items in the content of 

the psychological contract can be discontinued over time as new employees come to 

terms with reality and adjust pre-entry beliefs in accordance with experiences. This is 

consistent with both bodies of knowledge that argues that after entry into the 

organisation, expectations, obligations and promises are adjusted to reflect reality 

(Kotter, 1973; Louis, 1980; Ardts et al., 2001; Thomas and Anderson, 2006). It is not a 

surprise therefore that an item of the content of the psychological contract was 

discarded as one employee adjusted pre-entry beliefs in light with experiences, as 

indicated by the findings. The discontinuation of an obligation can also take place when 

an obligation ceases to be a part of the content of the psychological contract after it has 

been fulfilled (for instance, employees who may feel they do not need any more 

training). The discontinuation of pre-entry obligations changes the content of the 

psychological contract transforming it in the process.  
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8.4.2.2.5 Change in intensity of obligations  

A change in intensity of an obligation also brings about a change in the psychological 

contract. This is when an obligation towards the other party is felt more or felt less at 

some point in time. For instance, findings show that commitment to the organisation 

grew as a result of job satisfaction for one employee and decreased for another as a 

result of job dissatisfaction in the Administrative group, which is consistent with 

literature on the relationship between commitment towards the organisation and job 

satisfaction. When employees are less satisfied with their work, commitment towards 

the organisation decreases, and when they are satisfied it increases (Feinstein and 

Vondrasek, 2001). As one of the items in the content of the psychological contract, this 

change in commitment towards the organisation signifies a transformation of the 

psychological contract. This shows the dynamic nature of the contract over time.    

 

8.4.2.2.6 Emergence of obligations  

After entering the organisation, obligations can also be exceeded. Consistent with the 

literature, exceeding of obligations takes place when one party to the agreement 

surpasses his or her obligation towards the other party (Conway and Briner, 2002a; 

Lester et al., 2002). While exceeding of obligations is presumed to occur following 

under-promising (Conway and Briner, 2005), it also happens following a comparison 

between past experiences with previous employer and experiences with the current 

employer. In the current study, one employee believed that the psychological contract 

was exceeded because she received far better treatment from her current employment in 

contrast to treatment encountered in her previous employment. Therefore as much as 

previous employer encounters shape the employee‘s initial contract (Rousseau, 1995; 

Conway and Briner, 2005), they also play a role in its evaluation over time. This 
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suggests that encounter experiences can be interpreted by employees as exceeding 

obligations or possibly a breach in retrospect in experiences originating from previous 

employers. In either way, a transformation of the psychological contract takes place. 

Although psychological contract literature states that only items originating from the 

current employment are part of the psychological contract (Rousseau, 1995), clearly 

there are non-organisational factors that shape the contract which cannot be ignored.  

This for example will include past employer experiences in shaping and evaluating the 

contract.  

 

8.4.2.2.7 Breach and violation of the contract  

Attendance to breach occurs when cues regarding breach are extracted and focused on. 

Equity considerations are more salient during breach or violation of the psychological 

contract. As highlighted in the model, breach and violation bring about changes to pre-

conceived psychological contracts. Breach occurs when one party in a relationship 

perceives another to have failed to fulfil promissory obligations (Robinson and 

Rousseau, 1994). Reneging and incongruence cause breach of the contract  (Robinson 

and Morrison, 2000). Any action that threatens one‘s identity is interpreted by 

employees as breach of the psychological contract.  When the employer acts in ways 

which interfere with employees‘ progress towards valued goals and ambitions, they 

interpret such actions as breach. An organisation‘s reneging on promises can be viewed 

as an impediment towards valued goals (Conway and Briner, 2005). Because breach 

and violation of the contract highlight inequity, breaching of obligations produces 

feelings of disappointment, anger and mistrust which have consequences on the 

reciprocal relationship between the two parties involved (Atabay, 2007). Breach of the 
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contract interferes with the flow of reciprocity between the parties, thereby altering the 

contract as it was initially perceived.  

 

While on the issue of breach, perhaps it is worthwhile mentioning an individual‘s 

identity and individual differences as mediating breach. What is acceptable to one 

person is not necessarily acceptable to another, as illustrated by the findings and extant 

research. Therefore  individuals may not perceive breach if they do not attend to it or 

recognise it as such (Grimmer and Oddy, 2007), since meaning is not intrinsic to an 

event. Meaning is something that an individual assigns to an incident. Subjectivity due 

to individual differences is inherent in each individual‘s perceptions and interpretation 

of the psychological contract (Millward and Brewerton, 2000).  

 

While extant research considers differences between individuals as bringing about 

subjective interpretations of the same event (Saks and Ashforth, 1997), as shown by the 

above example, this research extends this further to include the different ‘selves’ within 

an individual as affecting their interpretation of events and hence the psychological 

contract. For instance, Lizzie‘s different selves (identity of teacher, easy going, and 

hater of research) influenced her interpretation of events. For example, heavy teaching 

load is fulfilment because she loves teaching; reduced teaching load which gives her 

time to carry out research is viewed as a disappointment because she hates research; 

student disruption is not breach because she is easy going and likes it that way. This 

suggests that when evaluating the psychological contract, the different ‘selves’ 

constituting an employee‘s identities influence their interpretation and response to 

events. This is consistent with sensemaking literature that posits that personal identities 

influence interpretations of events (Weick, 1995; Nathan, 2004). The more selves one 
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has, the more meanings one can attach to events and the less likely one will be 

unpleasantly surprised (Louis, 1980) or interpret events as breach. The different ‘selves’ 

explain why one may not attend to breach or may choose to behave in a particular way 

following breach as explained next. 

 

When breach occurs, individuals experience a wide range of emotions and behavioural 

outcomes (Conway and Briner, 2002b; Conway and Briner, 2002a; Conway and Briner, 

2005; Atabay, 2007). These are highlighted in the model and discussed next.  

 

8.4.3 Outcomes of breach 

8.4.3.1 Rejection of relational attributes of the contract  

Breach brings about distrust as one of the parties in the employment relationship looses 

faith that the other party will carry out their end of the bargain (Robinson, 1996; 

Robinson and Morrison, 1997). Employees feel less inclined to invest emotionally in 

the relationship with the employer as they feel less confident that the employer will 

reciprocate. In such cases, employees may choose to carry out transactional attributes of 

the contract only in order to rebalance their contributions to the employer. When this 

takes place, relational attributes of the contract are rejected, as noted in Pedro‘s 

behaviour.  Also Marks and Scholarios (2001), Guest and Conway (1997) Cavanaugh, 

and Noe (1999) found evidence that supports that breach and violation of the 

psychological contract results in a change of employees perceptions about relational 

aspects of the psychological contract. 
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8.4.3.2 Renegotiation of the contract  

Faced with inequity in the psychological contract, individuals may decide to renegotiate 

their contract. For instance, employees may be surprised and curious to learn about what 

is happening and why, which facilitates a specific course of action. For instance, current 

findings depict Kenny as approaching the employer to put forth his claim for a parking 

permit he is entitled to and Pedro‘s renegotiation of his research and teaching 

allowances and research money. The findings suggest that while attempts can be made 

to restore equity, it takes much longer to restore trust and fix a broken psychological 

contract as in Pedro‘s case. Included in the appendices is an interviewee transcript 

belonging to Pedro (Appendix E) conducted sixteen months after entry into the 

organisation whose purpose was to find out if explicit contract renegotiation with the 

employer had repaired the violated psychological contract. It revealed that Pedro 

received a new office and a reduced teaching load but did not get his research money as 

promised during renegotiation of the contract. He continued to feel bitter about the 

money issue, and distrust towards the employer continued. Evidently minor breaches of 

the psychological contract may be possible to fix through explicit renegotiations, but 

one wonders if a violated psychological contract can ever be fixed given extreme 

emotional reactions and loss of trust characterising the relationship. When employees 

perceive breach, they feel less inclined to emotionally and behaviourally invest in the 

relationship with the employer (Conway and Briner, 2002a). Psychological contract 

scholars (Herriot and Pemberton, 1997) have suggested that all deals must be explicitly 

negotiated and subsequently re-negotiated given the frequency at which they are 

breached and violated by employers to better manage the psychological contract. 

Pedro‘s experience highlights that explicit re-negotiation of a violated contract may not 

salvage the relationship, especially where the employer continues to disappoint. In fact, 
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inequity may be remedied by restoring the balance between contributions and 

inducement, but restoring trust is more difficult than restoring equity because Pedro 

believes that the employer is incapable of fulfilling its obligations. The integrity of the 

organisation is doubted and the transactional-orientation continued to exist in his case. 

One may have hoped that a re-negotiation of the contract may transform the 

transactional orientation to a relational one, but the findings suggest that it more is 

required to do so (e.g. restoring trust is as important as restoring equity).  

 

8.4.3.3 Termination of the contract  

Employees view their relationship with the organisation more negatively when they 

perceive the organisation to have breached the psychological contract. They also 

perceive the organisation as less likely to reciprocate in future (Robinson and Rousseau, 

1994). The employer is also seen as deceitful and untrustworthy (Deery et al., 2004). 

Faced with inequality, distrust and deceit, employees may think of leaving or in some 

cases actually terminate their tenure with the employer (Turnley and Feldman, 1999; 

Tekleab and Taylor, 2003).  

 

8.4.3.4 Silence following breach  

As explained earlier, the ‗self‘ aspect mediates employee‘s responses to incidents of 

breach. The ‘self’ as influencing behaviour is also highlighted by Jackson et al. (1992) 

in organisational socialisation who point out that the label ‘newcomer’, which is an 

identity, has connotations. Such a label influences the way newcomers and other people 

process information about newcomers and the subsequent behaviour of newcomers and 

other people. The model highlights a number of outcomes of breach. Employees 
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respond in a variety of ways when breach is experienced. Amongst these options, 

employees may opt for silence because they perceive themselves as ‗new‘ and do not 

wish to cause any trouble. Examples in the study include Steven‘s reluctance to 

complain about unfair treatment he received from acting supervisors and Lizzie‘s fears 

of being regarded as causing a tantrum if she complained about being addressed as a 

teaching assistant, because both employees regard themselves as ‗newcomers‘. 

Therefore a decision to withhold a complaint or stay silent is not a senseless act. It 

reflects the ‗self‘ (newcomer) as influencing information processing and also mediating 

response to breach. Therefore what the situation means to the individual is dictated by 

the identity they adopt in dealing with it and what they think is occurring (Weick, 1995). 

 

8.4.3.5 Other outcomes of handling breach  

For minor breaches perceived by individuals, employees may find other ways outside 

the organisation to address breach, as indicated by findings. For instance, faced with 

library inadequacies, some employees (Naledi and Zeze) decided to adapt other 

mechanisms to cope, such as buying books or using a previous employer‘s access card 

to retrieve on-line journals to make up the inadequacies. This is the case in breaches that 

employees regard as a ‗minor disappointment‘. 

 

Having discussed breach from the employees‘ perspective, the employer‘s perception 

on breach is considered next. 

 

8.5 Breach from the employer’s perspective 

Breach or violation of the psychological contract in previous studies shows employees 

as victims, with particular attention given to how they experience it, how they react to it 
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and what the organisations need to do to minimise it in future (Conway and Briner, 

2002a; Conway and Briner, 2005; Grimmer and Oddy, 2007). While employees are 

regarded as victims, organisations are treated as failing to fulfil their obligations 

towards employees as if the organisations‘ psychological contracts are secondary to 

employees. Current findings demonstrate that the employers experience contract breach 

and violation in a personal way as do employees. For instance, absconding from work 

for six months, calling in sick when one is not sick, time sheet misconduct and theft (to 

mention a few), are all interpreted as personal breach of trust and reciprocity by 

employees which are attributes of the psychological contract regarded as crucial in the 

exchange relationship. The importance of trust in the relationship between the employer 

and the employees was made clear by agents who strongly felt that cleaners should be 

trustworthy, particularly as they clean other people‘s offices who may leave personal 

belongings unattended and also given the shortage of supervisors. Therefore breach of 

trust by employees evokes emotional responses. An interesting example is Yan who 

constantly breached his psychological contract through constant poor performance, 

turning up late at work, chatting on the phone for long periods of time etc. His 

supervisor was so discontented with him that she would be happy to see him go. This 

example also highlights that the employer also experience cumulative effect of breach 

just as employees.   

 

The findings show that the agent used a number of tactics to manage breaches and 

violations of the psychological contract. The most common approach used by 

supervisors involves approaching employees concerned to ‘have a word’ with on less 

serious breached like turning up for work fifteen minutes late. Employees were 

reminded of their obligations towards the employer to influence behaviour. Sarcasm 
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was occasionally used by one of the supervisor‘s in the hope that the cleaners would 

‗see their way‘ and change behaviour. Where these attempts to restore reciprocity and 

balance in the exchange agreement failed, a different tactic was used in the form of 

calling in the manager for a ‗serious talk’ with the offenders. The manager is also called 

in for more serious crimes such as missing work or refusing to obey the supervisors‘ 

instructions or time sheet fraud, a tactic presumed to generate favourable outcomes most 

of the time. For more serious crimes such as theft or absconding from work for long 

period, contracts are terminated. It is no wonder that the police were called in by the 

college‘s management to investigate a case of theft which was followed by contract 

termination that clearly illustrates a violation of the psychological contract. While the 

agents hate to lose cleaners because of the lengthy recruitment processes of finding 

replacements, as well as having to train new cleaners to the required work standards, the 

termination of a cleaner‘s contract shows a strong emotional response to contract 

violation. The emotional response is particularly salient when the employer says that ‗It 

is not what the cleaners stole, but what they are capable of stealing that is the problem‘. 

This clearly illustrates that the seriousness of the act of theft is not necessarily 

determined by the material amount which is taken but by breach of trust. Feelings of 

mistrust and the termination of the cleaner‘s contract prompts a visible emotional 

reaction and withdrawal behaviour by the employer. While withdrawal behaviour of 

employees is well documented and acknowledged by researchers, withdrawal 

behaviours by the employer is only acknowledged by a few (e.g. Nadin, 2003).  

 

Following encounter socialisation is acquisition stage of socialisation. As the 

psychological contract evolves during the course of socialisation as depicted by the 

model discussed above, sensemaking takes place all the time as employees make an 
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effort to understand and interpret perceived events. This sensemaking of the contract 

starts from anticipatory socialisation, continues through encounter socialisation and will 

extends to acquisition socialisation until the duration of tenure in the organisation (i.e. 

cues will continue to be extracted  and focused on, identities will influence evaluation of 

the contract, social sensemaking of events will continue, etc). During this period, the 

contract will continue to transform as individuals interact and extract cues from their 

relationship with the employer, colleagues and clients based on plausible interpretation 

of events as they unfold. 

 

In conclusion, as set out in the first chapter, this research intended to investigate new 

employees‘ formulation of the psychological contract and its temporal changes during 

organisational socialisation. Theoretically, the psychological contract is acknowledged 

to be a dynamic. While contract fulfilment, breach and violation have been empirically 

researched through surveys in a bid to recommend ways in which the psychological 

contract can be managed to minimise breach and violation, the empirical research 

reported in this thesis shows the above findings as the processes characterising the 

evolution of the psychological contract.  The findings therefore show the psychological 

contract as a dynamic continuous process whose change is influenced by socialisation 

processes that new employees experience when joining the organisation. Extant 

research investigating the psychological contract tends to pay little attention to the role 

of organisational socialisation on the psychological contract. Continuous sensemaking 

of events takes place all the time as employees formulate and evaluate the psychological 

contract. 
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After a discussion of the model in detail as the thesis contribution in terms of 

synthesising the psychological contract with organisational socialisation and 

demonstrating the temporal changes of the psychological contract, the next chapter 

looks at methodology reflections and limitations encountered by the study.  
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9 METHODOLOGY REFLECTIONS AND LIMITATIONS  

 

Introduction 

This chapter looks at the strength of the chosen method before considering the 

limitations presented by the study. An indication is also given for not selecting other 

methods.  

 

9.1 Strength of the chosen method  

The methodology adopted in this research is more appropriate for the research aims and 

purpose. The purpose of the research is to investigate the processes of the psychological 

contract and synthesise two bodies of literature. The longitudinal research design and 

semi-structured interviews made it possible to observe these processes over time and 

capture events in their context. The interpretive processes in which individuals create 

meaning were observed. The use of a voice recorder in interviews provided an 

opportunity to capture all information provided by interviewees and their feelings 

towards events. Interviews also offered an opportunity to follow up on interesting 

responses and investigate underlying motives which survey questionnaires cannot. 

Survey questionnaires work best for standardised questions and may not be suited for 

exploratory work. While one can include a wide range of largely open-ended questions 

to explore certain areas, they are likely to be an inefficient and ineffective procedure for 

exploratory work. 

 

Researchers from a positivist perspective may question sample size of fifteen new 

employees and three agents as not large enough for generalisation purposes. The current 

research is an account grounded in the researcher‘s own ideas, knowledge and 

experiences. The fact that agents and cleaners from the same organisation were 
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interviewed provided valuable insights into the same issues, e.g. commitment and 

loyalty towards the employer.  In addition, the fact that eight lecturers and 

administrators who participated are from the same organisation also gave an insight into 

similar issues.  This small qualitative sample and the total number of interviews (eighty-

one interviews) provided in-depth exploration of the phenomena as well as ability to 

theorise from the data rather than generalise.  

 

9.2 Critique of the research  

The first critique to the study is that although thematic coding in data analysis attempts 

to build a systematic account of what was observed, analysing data at group level as 

was the case in the current study runs the risk of losing the ability to observe the 

chronological order of the temporal nature of the contract at unit level since texts from 

interviewees are broken down and grouped into similar categories. A systematic 

analysis showing the processual nature of the contract at individual level was therefore 

lost. Taking a decision to present Pedro‘s case on its own was an attempt to draw 

attention to a systematic observation of the temporal nature of the psychological 

contract at individual level, thereby seeking to overcome a possible methodological 

weakness.  

 

Another potential critique to the methodology is the time interval between interviews. 

The psychological contract by nature is based on retrospectives and the gap between 

interviews was between four and six weeks. Interviewees were required to recall events 

that took place within that period. The time delay may have affected interviewees‘ 

recollection of some events. Secondly, events that may have aroused strong emotional 

reactions at the time may have been reconsidered and reinterpreted as minor issues no 



Page | 266 

 

longer worth reporting. An alternative approach to alleviate this limitation would be to 

supplement semi structured interviews with a daily diary report process where 

respondents are requested to record any events that might arouse their emotions. This 

may have encouraged a greater number of reported events. 

 

Another limitation of this study is that periodic interviews with the same interviewees 

can pose a problem of losing interviewees in the course of data collection which 

nonetheless is expected of any longitudinal research. One interviewee‘s participation 

had to be terminated after he failed to honour subsequent interview appointments. 

Another problem related to a longitudinal research design is that prospective 

interviewees tend to loose interest in the study when informed of the number of 

interviews needed with them. This may have contributed to unfavourable responses 

received from prospective interviewees when they were invited to participate in the 

research.  

 

 

9.3 How research objectives were achieved 

As indicated in chapter one, current research set out to achieve the following research 

objectives. 

 To empirically track changes in psychological contract of newcomers.  

 To investigate psychological contract as an on-going process taking place during 

the socialisation of newcomers.  

 To investigate the employer‘s perspective of the psychological contract. 

 To demonstrate the process of sensemaking as an on going and iterative process.  

 To synthesize the two literatures which have been relatively researched 

separately. 
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The current research highlights the processes and dynamic nature of the psychological 

contract from the initial contract to post-entry into the organisational.  It shows how 

psychological contract can be conceived as an on-going chain of events where items of 

the contract transform following employee socialisation into the organisation. Little 

attention has been given to investigating the psychological contract as a process by prior 

researchers. Most scholars tend to use a single measurement point through surveys 

which fail to demonstrate the processes of the contract. Where empirical studies have 

collected longitudinal data, a small number of survey waves are conducted separated by 

as much as six months or even years (Robinson et al., 1994; Robinson and Morrison, 

2000), which are unlikely to provide sufficient insight into the dynamic nature of the 

contract. Literature acknowledges that research into the contract has tended to focus 

more on content than process. This observation resulted in calls from psychological 

contract researchers to consider the process in order to have a better understanding of 

the psychological contract. This is articulated well by Conway and Briner (2005).  

 ‘... We believe the psychological contract is best understood in terms of an on-

going process. Appropriate methods are, therefore, those that can in some way 

get at processes. This would clearly involve looking at changes over time and 

identifying key events or stages in a process.’ (Conway and Briner, 2005: 108) 

 

Thus this study has used several waves of data collection with interviews to investigate 

the processes of the psychological contract where events are investigated in the context 

in which they occur. The results of the current study add empirical weight to the 

previous researchers‘ proposals that the psychological contract is an evolving dynamic 

construct.   
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The proposed model in the discussion chapter shows the psychological contract 

formation pre-entry into the organisation and its subsequent transformation influenced 

by post-entry socialisation. It highlights sensemaking as an on-going process taking 

place as new employees come to understand events which shape their psychological 

contract. 

 

9.4 Future research  

This study indirectly suggests that psychological contract violation by employees may 

be detrimental to organisational performance, but the issue needs to be more fully and 

directly investigated in future research. For instance, when cleaners fail to turn up for 

work, other cleaners are requested to cover for them which requires those cleaners to let 

go of some of their duties to cover the required areas during the three-hour shift. This 

suggests that standards may be compromised.   

 

The extent to which part time employees invest in non-work roles that are considered 

more salient to an individual ( e.g. study commitments or looking for other jobs or 

spending time with family) might result in lower levels of organisational commitment 

as well as influence work behaviour. For example cleaners‘ rate of absenteeism appears 

to be influenced by non-work motives. Therefore future research might want to look at 

ways in which non-work motives influence behaviour and the psychological contract.  

 

9.5 Contribution of research to organisational socialisation  

The thesis findings further show that organisational socialisation has a major influence 

on the transformation of the psychological contract. Socialisation events that take place 

in the organisation, whether from formal or informal socialisation activities, contribute 
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to both the temporal and processual nature of the psychological contract. Such events 

and activities include, for example, mentorship opportunities, informing employees of 

their obligations, social interaction with colleagues and clients, etc. This is significant in 

that it provides support to the notion that the psychological contract does not occur in a 

vacuum but is greatly affected by socialisation. This clearly has important consequences 

for the ways in which research on the psychological contract is conducted. As reported 

in the literature review chapter, many studies rely on survey methods to explore with the 

individual their psychological contract, and this approach tends to neglect full 

consideration of the importance of inter-relationships in the psychological contract. 

More research is clearly needed to advance this notion further, and this research needs 

to engage with other parties to the psychological contract, not just the individual.  

 

9.6 Contribution of research to sensemaking 

The literature review chapter acknowledges that sensemaking, which is a cognitive 

process people employ in an organisational setting, is triggered when people encounter 

surprise and novelty (Louis, 1980) in order to understand situations. It starts when an 

individual forms conscious and unconscious predictions or assumptions which they use 

to predict future events. Where a discrepancy from predictions is encountered, a process 

through which meanings to the discrepancy is constructed and activated. While 

sensemaking is predominant when events breach what is expected (Louis, 1980; Kramer, 

2002) such as in cases of violation of the psychological contract, the findings from this 

research as reported in the thesis demonstrate that sensemaking also occurs in instances 

that do not involve surprise or novelty such as when employees forge relationships with 

clients and colleagues which transform the psychological contract. For example, 

highlighted in the findings is that abstract obligations can turn relational influenced by 
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social interactions with others in the organisation. A lot of sensemaking took place as 

some employees tried to understand their emotional attachment to their obligation to 

teach students post-entry which initially constituted a transactional attribute in their 

psychological contract. This is a significant issue in the research and should create 

opportunities for further explorations.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A: Cleaners template summaries 

Appendix B: Employer template summaries 

Appendix C: Administrators template summaries 

Appendix D: Lecturers template summaries 

Appendix E: Interview with Pedro 

  



 

Appendix A: Cleaners Templates Summary 

Template 1 Template 2 Template 3 Template 4 Template5 

1 Background information  

1.1 Biographic Information  

1.2 Cleaning as a career  

1.3 Goals 

1.4 Why Francistown 

College  

2 Who the cleaners have a 

PC with  

3 Initial Obligations 

3.1 Employer obligations  

3.1.1 Transactional Contract 

3.1.1.1 Pay  

3.1.2 Relational contract 

3.1.2.1 Holidays  

3.1.2.2 Resources to do the 

job 

3.1.2.3 Flexible Hours 

3.1.2.4 Protection from 

harassment 

3.1.2.5 Fair treatment  

3.1.2.6 Feedback  

3.1.2.7 Training  

3.2 Employee obligations 

3.2.1 Transactional contract 

3.2.1.1 Contractual duties 

3.2.1.2 Time keeping 

3.2.2 Relational contract 

3.2.2.1 Cover  

3.2.2.2 Sick leave  

3.2.2.3 Prioritise Work 

1 First impressions 

2 Fulfilled obligations  

2.1 Employer obligations 

2.1.1 Transactional contract  

2.1.1.1 Pay 

2.1.2 Relational contract  

2.1.2.1 Training  

2.1.2.2 Job tools/ 

resources 

2.1.2.3 Secure job 

2.1.2.4 Flexible work 

schedule 

2.1.2.5 Fair treatment 

fulfilled  

2.2 Employee obligations 

2.2.1 Transactional contract 

2.2.1.1 Contractual duties 

2.2.1.2 Time keeping 

2.2.2 Relational contracts 

2.2.2.1 Health and safety  

2.2.2.2 Prioritise work 

 

1 Fulfilled obligations  

1.1 Employer 

Obligations 

1.1.1 Pay 

2 Breach  

2.1 Work beyond job 

description  

3 Emerging obligations  

3.1 Breaks  

4 Exceeded obligations 

4.1 Holiday 

 

1 Fulfilled obligations  

1.1 Employer obligations 

1.1.1 Transactional 

obligations 

1.1.1.1 Pay 

1.1.2 Relational contract 

1.1.2.1 Equal treatment  

1.1.2.2 Training  

1.1.2.3 Feedback   

1.2 Employee obligations  

1.2.1 Transactional 

contract  

1.2.1.1 Contractual duties 

1.2.1.2 Time management 

1.2.2 Relational Contract 

1.2.2.1 Health and safety 

rules   

1.2.2.2 Cover Provision 

2 Breach  

2.1 Treatment by other staff  

2.2 Late at work 

 
 

1 Fulfilled Obligations  

1.1 Employer 

Obligations 

1.1.1 Transactional 

obligations 

1.1.1.1 Pay 

1.1.2 Relational contract  

1.1.2.1 Job security  

1.1.2.2 Fair treatment 

1.1.2.3 Flexible hours 

1.2 Employee 

Obligations 

1.2.1 Transactional 

contract 

1.2.1.1 Time keeping 

1.2.2 Relational 

contracts 

1.2.2.1 Cover provision 

1.2.2.2 Health and safety 

regulations 

2 Breach  

2.1 Time keeping   

3 Discarded obligations 

3.1 English classes  

4 Exceeded obligation  

4.1 Uniform  
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3.2.2.4 Heath and safety 

regulations 

adherence  

4 Origins of obligations  

4.1 Policy documents  

4.1.1 Health and Safety  

4.1.2 Anti Bullying  

4.1.3 Discrimination Act 

4.2 Interviews   

4.3 Other interactions 

4.3.1 Interactions with 

previous employer  

4.3.2 Other people‘s 

encounters  

 



Appendix B: Employer Templates Summary 

Template 1 Template 2 Template 3 Template 4 Template5 

1 Background 

information   

1.1 Biographic 

information on 

agents  

2 Initial Obligations 

2.1 Employee 

obligations 

2.1.1 Transactional 

contract 

2.1.1.1 Time keeping  

2.1.1.2 Performance of 

Contractual 

2.1.2 Relational 

contracts 

2.1.2.1 Fit in 

2.1.2.2 Time sheet 

records 

2.1.2.3 Cover Provision   

2.1.2.4 Commitment 

(Turn up for 

work) 

2.1.2.5 Training  

2.1.2.6 Health and 

safety rules 

Adherence  

2.1.2.7 Sick leave rules  

2.1.2.8 Protect the 

Image of 

organisation  

1 Fulfilled 

Obligations 

1.1 Employee 

obligations 

1.1.1 Relational 

contract 

1.1.1.1 Fit in  

1.1.1.2 Training  

1.1.1.3 Protect the 

image of the 

college 

1.1.1.4 Prioritisation 

of Duties 

1.1.1.5 Cover 

Provision 

1.1.1.6 Health and 

safety 

1.1.2 Transactional 

contracts 

1.1.2.1 Time keeping 

1.1.2.2 Duties 

Performance  

1.2 Fulfilled Employer 

obligations  

1.2.1 Relational 

contracts 

1.2.1.1 Support   

1.2.1.2 Equal 

treatment  

1.2.1.3 Training  

1 Fulfilled Obligations 

1.1 Employee Obligations 

1.1.1 Relational contracts 

1.1.1.1 Health and Safety 

Adherence 

1.1.2 Transactional contracts 

1.1.2.1 Contractual duties  

1.2 Employer obligations 

1.2.1 Relational contracts 

1.2.1.1 Support  

1.2.2 Training  

1.2.3 Holiday  

1.2.4 Transactional contracts  

1.2.4.1 Pay 

2 Breach  

2.1 Abuse of sick leave 

2.2 Poor performance of 

contractual duties 

2.3 Late at Work 

2.4 Health and safety breach  

2.5 Racial discrimination  

2.6 Tea break  

2.7 Refusal to Provide Cover  

3 Violation  

3.1 Absconding 

1 Fulfilled obligations 

1.1 Employee obligations  

1.1.1 Relational contract 

1.1.1.1 Cover Provision  

1.1.2 Transactional contract  

1.1.2.1 Performed  duties 

1.1.2.2 Time management 

1.2 Employer obligations 

1.2.1 Relational contracts 

1.2.1.1 Support  

1.2.1.2 Training 

1.2.1.3 Holiday  

1.2.2 Transactional contracts 

1.2.2.1 Pay 

1.2.2.2  

2 Breach  

2.1 Leaving work home early  

2.2 Time sheet misconduct 

2.3 Sick leave abuse 

2.4 Lazing about (chatting on the 

phone)  

2.5 Health and safety  

2.5.1 Unacceptable cleaning 

products  

2.5.2 Scrubbing machine  

2.5.3 Improper use of cloths 

2.6 Cover Provision  

2.7 Racial discrimination 

3.0 Violation  

3.1 Theft  

1 Fulfilled Obligations 

1.1 Employee 

Obligations 

1.1.1 Performed Duties 

1.1.2 Employer 

Obligations  

1.1.3 Support 

2 Breach 

2.1 Unsatisfactory 

Performance/Slacki

ng  

2.2 Sick leave abuse 

2.3 Turning up Late for 

Work 

2.4 Absenteeism  

3 Violation  

3.1 Theft  
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2.2 Employer 

obligations 

2.2.1 Relational 

contract 

2.2.1.1 Support  

2.2.1.2 Feedback on 

performance 

2.2.1.3 Protection from 

harassment  

2.2.1.4 Equal treatment 

2.2.1.5 Training 

2.2.1.6 Holidays  

2.2.2 Transactional 

contract 

2.2.2.1 Pay  

2.2.2.2 Provision of 

Work Tools   

3 Origins of the 

contract 

3.1 Policy documents 

3.2 Health and safety 

regulations 

3.3 Union rules  

3.4 Starter Pack  

3.5 Discrimination Act 

1.2.1.4 Feedback 

1.2.2 Transactional 

Contracts 

1.2.2.1 Pay  

2 Breach    

2.1 Extended leave 

without permission 
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Appendix C: Administrators Templates Summary 

Template 1 Template 2 Template 3 Template 4  Template 5 Template 6 

1 Background 

Information 

1.1 Biopic 

information 

2 PC with who 

3 Initial obligations 

3.1 Employee 

obligations  

3.1.1 Transactional 

contract  

3.1.1.1 Perform duties 

beyond job 

description 

(Patisa)  

3.1.1.2 Commitment 

(Patisa) 

3.1.1.3 Perform duties 

3.1.2 Relational 

contract 

3.1.2.1 Perform duties 

beyond job 

description 

3.1.2.2 Commitment 

3.1.2.3 Enhance the 

reputation of 

the institution 

3.1.2.4 Working 

outside normal 

work hours  

3.1.2.5 Equal 

1 Fulfilled 

1.1 Employee 

obligations 

1.1.1 Transactional 

contract 

1.1.1.1 Updating data 

base systems 

1.1.1.2 Induction 

delivery 

1.1.1.3 Information 

provision to 

applicants 

1.1.2 Relational 

contract 

1.1.2.1 University 

Reputation 

1.1.2.2 Commitment 

1.2 Employer 

1.2.1 Transactional 

contract 

1.2.1.1 Pay 

1.2.2 Relational 

contract 

1.2.2.1 Support  

1.2.2.2 Training 

1.2.2.3 Support  

1.2.2.4 Offices 

1.2.2.5 Computers 

1.3 Breach  

1.4 Car parking Crises 

1 Fulfilled 

1.1 Employee  

1.1.1 Transactional  

1.1.1.1 Performed 

duties 

1.1.1.2 Commitment  

1.1.2 Relational 

1.1.2.1 Reputation 

1.1.2.2 Working 

beyond 

normal hours 

1.2 Employer  

1.2.1 Transactional  

1.2.1.1 Pay 

1.2.2 Relational    
1.2.2.1 Support  

1.2.2.2 Annual leave 

1.2.2.3 Flexible work 

patterns  

2 Breach  

2.1 Updating other 

people‘s 

blackboard  

3 Emerging   

obligation 

3.1 Further support 

for an honours 

degree  
4 Exceeded 

obligations  

1 Fulfilled 

1.1 Employee 

1.1.1 Transactional 

contract 

1.1.2 Performance of 

duties  

1.1.3 Relational 

contract  

1.1.3.1 Working 

outside 

normal work 

hours  

1.1.3.2 Commitment 

1.1.3.3 Reputation 

1.2 Employer 

1.2.1 Relational 

contract 

1.2.1.1 Support  

 

1  Fulfilled 

obligations 

1.1 Employee 

obligations 

1.1.1 Transactional 

obligations 

1.1.1.1 Preparations 

for MBA 

graduation 

dinner  

1.1.1.2 MBA 

Directory 

1.1.1.3 Commitment 

1.1.2 Relational 

obligation 

1.1.2.1 Worked 

beyond work 

hours 

1.2 Employer 

obligations 

1.2.1 Transactional  

1.2.1.1 Pay 

1.2.2 Relational 

contract  

1.2.2.1 Support 

1.2.2.2 Flexible work 

hours 

 

1 Fulfilled 

1.1 Employee 

obligations 

1.1.1 Transactional 

contract 

1.1.1.1 Performed 

their duties 

1.1.2 Relational 

contract 

1.1.2.1 Duties 

beyond one‘s 

job 

description  

1.2 Employer 

1.2.1 Relational 

contract 

1.2.1.1 Support  

2 Exceeded 

obligations  

2.1 Christmas 

dinner 
3 Emerging 

obligation 

3.1 Work harder 

than before 

Exceeded obligation 

-Christmas dinner 

day trip 
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treatment 

3.2 Employer 

obligations 

3.2.1 Transactional 

contract 

3.2.1.1 Pay  

3.2.2 Relational 

contract 

3.2.2.1 Training and 

development 

3.2.2.2 Supportive 

work 

environment 

3.2.2.3 Flexible work 

hours 

3.2.2.4 Job security  

3.2.2.5 Annual Leave 

entitlement 

3.2.2.6 Sick leave 

3.2.2.7 Offices 

3.2.2.8 Computers  

3.2.2.9 Equal 

treatment  

4 Origins of the 

contents  

4.1 On equal 

opportunity 

4.2 Employment 

Contract 

4.3 Interviews and 

selection 

 

 4.1 Day trip  

5 Renegotiation of 

the contract 
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Appendix D: Lecturers Templates Summary 

Template 1 Template 2 Template 3 Template 4  Template 5 

1 Background information 

2 Who the lecturers have a 

psychological contract with  

3 Initial obligations 

3.1 Employee obligations 

3.1.1 Transactional obligation 

3.1.1.1 Teaching 

3.1.2 Relational Contract 
3.1.2.1 Students dissertations 

supervision   

3.1.2.2 Develop teaching modules  

3.1.2.3 Administrative activities  

3.1.2.3.1 Meeting attendance 

3.1.2.3.2 Quality guarantor for 

overseas programmes 

3.1.2.3.3 Pastoral care 

3.1.2.4 Research related activities 

3.1.2.5 Uphold the reputation of the 

university  

3.1.2.6 Undertake training and 

development 

3.1.2.7  Covering for colleagues 

3.1.2.8  Loyalty 

3.2 Employer obligations  

3.2.1 Relational  

3.2.1.1 Research allowance 

1 Fulfilled 

obligations 

1.1 Employee 

obligations 

1.1.1 Transactional  

1.1.1.1 Teaching 

1.1.2 Relational 

contract 

1.1.2.1 Teaching 

1.1.2.2 Research and 

publication 

1.1.2.3 Students 

supervision 

1.1.2.4 Module 

development 

1.1.2.5 Upheld 

university 

reputation 

1.1.2.6 Loyalty 

1.2 Employer 

obligations 

1.2.1 Relational 

Obligations 

1.2.1.1 Training and 

development 

1.2.1.2 Research 

1 Fulfilled 

Obligations 

1.1 Employee 

obligations 

1.1.1 Transactional  

1.1.1.1 Teaching  

1.1.2 Relational 

contract 

1.1.2.1 Teaching 

1.1.2.2 Student 

supervision 

1.1.2.3 Research and 

publication 

1.1.2.4 Covering for 

colleagues  

1.1.2.5 Meetings 

 
2 New Obligation: 

Developing 

2.1 Teaching module 

(new to Zeze) 

3 Breach  

3.1 Information on 

tutees 

3.2 Training and 

development 

1 Fulfilled obligations  

1.1 Employee 

Obligations  

1.1.1 Transactional  

1.1.1.1 Teaching 

1.1.2 Relational 

contract 

1.1.2.1 Teaching  

1.1.2.2 Student 

supervision  

1.1.2.3 Research 

and 

publications  

1.1.2.4 Module 

developmen

t 

2 Breach  

2.1 Left out of 

departmental 

discussions 

2.2 Training and 

development 

(PGCE) 

2.3 Class disruption 

on-going  

3 Renegotiation of the 

1 Fulfilled obligations 

1.1 Employee Obligations 

1.1.1 Relational contract 

1.1.1.1 Teaching  

1.1.1.2 Research and publications 

1.1.1.3 Meeting attendance  

1.2 Employer obligation 

1.3 Conference funding 

2 New Obligations 

2.1 To moderate courses  

2.2 Coordinating overseas module  

2.3 Develop teaching modules  

3 Breach  

3.1 Training and development 

(PGCE) 

3.2 Departmental discussions 

3.3 Class disruption on-going 
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3.2.1.2 Teaching allowance 

3.2.1.3 Administration allowance 

3.2.1.4 Training and development 

3.2.1.5 Library resources  

3.2.1.6 Office  

3.2.1.7 Laptop/ computer 

3.2.1.8 Research funding 

3.2.1.9 Conference funding 

3.2.1.10 Pin board 

4 Breach  

4.1 Teaching allowance 

4.2 Research allowance 

4.3 Administration allowance  
4.4 Research money  
4.5 Office  
4.6 Redundancy entitlement 
5 Origin of obligations  
5.1 Institutional expectations  
5.2 Reputation  
5.3 Past experiences  
5.4 Interviews  

5.5 Work model  

5.6 Employment contract 

5.7 Social interactions 

allowance  

1.2.1.3 Teaching 

allowance 

1.2.1.4 Office 

1.2.1.5 Computer/ 

laptop  

1.2.1.6 Library 

resources 

 
2 New obligation 

2.1 Students 

recruitment  

 
3 Breach  

3.1 Library 

inadequacy  

  

4 Violation 

 

 

(PGCE) 

3.3 Class disruption 

on-going 

4 PC renegotiation 

 

psychological 

contract 

 

 



APPENDIX E: Interview with Pedro 

 

Interviewer  In our previous interviews you were unhappy about research allowance 

and the teaching load. I would like to find out if the situation has 

improved.  

 

Pedro  Yes. What happened was ... the main issues at the time where that they 

had vanished my money. Nobody knows to this day where it has 

gone....And the work load was above the workload model. Not massively 

above in terms of the hours. But the problem was that there were so 

many different courses. So it was eight different courses I was suppose to 

be teaching.... the problem with that is that there are so many additional 

sort of time that is required when you are doing so many courses. Instead 

of just doing three four courses you have the administrative 

responsibilities to go with just those three. If you have eight, even though 

the number of hours might be comparable, there are a lot more 

administrative responsibilities. Plus there are other courses some courses 

I had never taught before. And it‘s like, you know, I am not an expert in 

certain fields. And you might as well get me to go into the medical 

school and I will teach stuff ... medicine... So what happened was I 

handed in my notice. They said ‗oh no‘. Then they said they will find all 

the money ... give me all the money back and reduce my workload. But 

at that point I was just fed up and it didn‘t matter. I said just give me half 

the money. I just wanted something resolved and they didn‘t resolve it. 

So at that point when they said they would give back the money and they 

would reduce my work load, I actually said ‗I‘m going. I want my notice 

period to stand.‘... So then they said ‗Well, why don‘t you take off some 

time without pay and decide within that period if you still want to leave.‘ 

So they kind of gave me an option... And then I thought because I have 

the option to come back in that period, I thought I would... So I have 

done some travelling... So I did because I had the period to do my 

research, I came back. I haven‘t done any teaching which is good to do 

research over that period. So what they have done now is I‘m not doing 

this massive number of eight courses. So there‘s less courses...I am 

director of two courses and teaching on a third course. So it‘s much more 

manageable workload wise. So that‘s kind of sorted. So the research 

money, they still don‘t know where it‘ gone. ... But what they‘ve said is 

that they are still looking into it. ...What they said is that until they find 

out, I can still spend on an invisible account that doesn‘t exist. So I do 

have access to money which I even though I don‘t physically have it an 

account with this money in, I can still pay for things and they will pay it 

until they find out what happened to it. So I went to Zimbabwe over 

Easter which is nice. I was doing a Zimbabwean course which they paid 

for which should come out of research money. So they still don‘t know 

where it is. It would be nice to have it to know how much I can spend on 

what, but at the minute they still allow me to spend money.  

 

Interviewer does the fact that you don‘t have your research money still have any 

effect on you even though technically you do have access to research 

funds?  
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Pedro  You see the thing is the effect that it has had is that whereby in the past ... 

you see I love research ... in the past I would do a lot of research and lot 

of writing and bring money in. The impact it‘s had now is that I can‘t be 

bothered because why am I gonna go and bring ten grand from 

somebody who you know, ... for small research documents I‘ll do ten 

grand you know is not a lot of money but it‘s nice to keep money coming 

in because I can use that money for future projects. You see I can do a 

project now, get some money in. Use some of that money to pay for the 

publication and then hold some money back which I can then use to 

develop my own kind of research – new innovative things. I need money 

to develop new ideas, new research. But now there is no point if they 

take the money. So I just won‘t do any.  

 

Interviewer  don‘t you think that will compromise your goals and identity as a 

research? 

 

Pedro  Yes, but you know if they want to employ teachers then they get teachers. 

The next RAE they won‘t have any publications. Fine I won‘t be here 

then. So I don‘t mind.  

 

Interviewer  Oh. 

 

Pedro  In terms of my research? I will do it for other people. I won‘t do it for 

here. I will do it for other universities.  

 

Interviewer  You still don‘t trust the university? 

 

Pedro  Yes. It‘s no longer just trust. It‘s the idea now that I actually can‘t be 

bothered. They came to the realisation that they are lacking at research 

and I agree they are. ...But then the fact is they don‘t give any support or 

any form of leeway to allow you to do the research. So now it‘s a 

situation where everybody who is here doing research has left or their 

contracts has expired or they create an environment whereby it‘s ‗I just 

can‘t be bothered.‘ Because why should I if I‘m only gonna be penalised 

for doing it then I‘ll do teaching. If they want me to do exactly what is 

written in my contract then I will do exactly what is written in my 

contract. If they want me to publish decent four star journal articles of 

world class quality then I need the support I need the money. If it‘s not 

there then I won‘t do it. That‘s it really. So I will just do a lot of teaching.  

 

Interviewer  So you still don‘t have an emotional attachment to your work?  

Pedro  yeah. There is not psychological contract. Once the emotional contract is 

broken, can it ever be repaired?  

 

Interviewer Exactly. So what‘s the way forward for you? 

 

Pedro I will do what my written contract expects me to do. That‘s it.   
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Interviewer  Obviously you are not happy here. Where do you see yourself in the next 

six or twelve months? 

 

Pedro  Right now I don‘t know. I don‘t know. We‘ll see how it goes..  

 

Interviewer  Thank you. 
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