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Abstract 

Research has clearly demonstrated that the psychological contracts that individual employees 

develop can have a considerable effect upon workplace relations and employee commitment 

and performance, however, research into the development, content and effects of 

psychological contracts between individual academics and their employers has been very 

limited. Further, where research into psychological contracts between individual academics 

and their employers has been undertaken, the findings have varied.  

 

This paper explores the nature of the psychological contracts established by the academics 

within a business faculty at an Australian university that is experiencing considerable change. 

After initial discussion of dominant conceptualisations of the psychological contract, and 

brief discussion of past empirical research on psychological contracts, the paper then moves 

to explore the content and consequences of the psychological contracts. Drawing upon data 

gathered through 3 focus group discussions, it is argued that in an environment that is 

exhibiting increasing change and uncertainty, the formation and content of the psychological 

contracts that exist are of growing importance in terms of the effects upon levels of employee 



trust, satisfaction, commitment and motivation, and teaching and research outcomes. While 

this research is focused on the development and effects of psychological contracts formed in 

an Australian University, it has broader implications for managers in other counties and non-

academic contexts. 

Keywords: psychological contract; employee performance; employee commitment 

 
1. Introduction 

It is widely believed that organisational effectiveness can be achieved by developing a 

working environment where employees identify with their organisation’s goals, values and 

objectives and develop a positive attitude towards their jobs, supervisors, and management 

structures. Over the past decade, a number of researchers have suggested that psychological 

contracts mediate such relationships between organisational factors and work outcomes, such 

as commitment and job satisfaction (see, for example, Marks 2001). Research has also 

addressed how psychological contracts influence employee’s contribution to employers, 

organisational decisions and planned organisational changes (Rousseau 2003). 

 

Understanding and effectively managing the psychological contracts that develop can help 

organisations succeed and prosper. These contracts can motivate employees to fulfil 

commitments made to employers when they are confident that employers will reciprocate and 

fulfil what employees perceive to be their side of the contracts. It has been argued that 

perceived obligations within the psychological contract are often more important to job-

related attitudes and behaviour, than are the formal and explicit elements of contractual 

agreements (Thomson & Bunderson 2003). 

 

The following discussion is divided into two main sections. The first section addresses key 

conceptualisations of the psychological contract, and briefly discusses past empirical research 
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conducted on psychological contracts. Here the focus is upon research psychological 

contracts within academia.  The second section provides results from preliminary empirical 

research on the psychological contracts established by the academics within a business 

Faculty of an Australian university.  

2. Conceptual and empirical considerations of psychological contracts  

There are two main conceptualisations of the psychological contract that are discussed in 

literature. The first addresses the perception that there are two parties in the employment 

relationship who have mutual obligations to each other: the organisation and the employee 

(Herriot, Manning, & Kidd 1997). These mutual obligations may have been explicitly 

communicated through formal contracts or they may be implied through the expectations of 

organisations and employees.  

 

The second conceptualisation addresses the psychological contract as being formulated only 

in the mind of the employee. The psychological contract is, therefore, about “individual 

beliefs, shaped by the organisation, regarding the terms of an exchange between individuals 

and their organisation...A key feature of the psychological contract is that the individual 

voluntarily asserts to make and accept certain promises as he or she understands them” 

(Rousseau, 1995; 9-10).  For example, the employee may believe that the organisation has 

agreed to certain commitments, such as providing job security, high pay, promotion, and 

training in exchange for the employee’s hard work and loyalty (Rousseau 1990; McFarlane -

Shore & Tetrick 1994). 

 

Beyond consideration of who is actually party to a psychological contract, the difficulties 

inherent in accurately defining these contracts emerge from the fact that they are subjective 

and idiosyncratic phenomena. Obviously, the perceptual and individual nature of 
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psychological contracts makes them distinct from formal written contracts.  Furthermore, 

these contracts are grounded in the social and cultural contexts in which they occur. 

Therefore, although employers and employees may believe they have reciprocal obligations 

and share a common appreciation of mutual obligation, such understandings may not be 

consistent because the two parties have different and changing perceptions. 

 

As a result of the complex nature of psychological contracts, a diverse range of contract 

elements have been listed and measured in the literature (Thomas & Anderson 1998; Kickul 

& Lester 2001; Guest & Conway 2002; Thompson & Bunderson 2003). These contractual 

elements commonly refer to either the employee or the employer’s perceived responsibilities 

(Thomas & Anderson 1998). However, having completed a comprehensive review of the 

various elements listed in the literature it appears that no attempt has been made to further 

categorise these elements. In an effort to aid conceptual clarity, we have sought to 

differentiate the contractual elements into different types or sub groups. The resultant 

taxonomy is presented in Table 1. 

 

The elements of psychological contracts, as identified in the literature, were first divided in 

terms of employee and employer responsibilities. Then, within each of these categories the 

elements were further classified. First, employee responsibilities were categorised into four 

groups: (a) organisational citizenship behaviours; (b) basic obligations; (c) work 

environment; and, (d) loyalty.  These four categories specified the behaviours and 

responsibilities that employees were prepared to be accountable for in return for the employer 

upholding what their employees believe to be their obligations. 
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Table 1: The Elements of a Psychological Contract as Identified in the Literature 

Employee Responsibilities 
 

Employer Responsibilities 
 

Work Environment 
Be a good team player 
Provide leadership 
Assist others with work 
Promote a positive attitude 
Perform socially useful work 
Exercise unique skills 
 

Work Environment 
Pleasant work environment 
Safe work environment 
Enough resources to perform job 
Co-worker cooperation and support 
Flexible work schedule 
 

Basic Obligations 
Appropriate self-presentation 
Meet acceptable performance standards 
Perform reliably and professionally 
Follow Org norms and policies 
Work contracted hours 
Protect proprietary information 
Take care of organisation’s property 
Develop skills as needed 
 

Empowerment/ Motivation 
Responsibility and autonomy 
Job discretion 
Freedom to be creative 
Inclusion in decision making  
 

Organisational Citizenship Behaviour 
Extra-role behaviour  
Exceed the job’s performance expectations 
Accept a job change 
Accept a transfer (-within unit / region) 
Travel if necessary 
Participate in training 
Notice of leaving 
 

Management 
Clear goals and direction 
Feedback 
Competent management 
HRM Policy 
Support from management 
Two way communication with employees 
 

Loyalty 
Loyalty 
No competitor support 
Honesty 
Not look for jobs elsewhere 
Minimum two years with employer  
Protect organisation’s image 
 

Fairness 
Trust and respect  
Justice 
Humanity 
Flexibility around employee’s needs 
Consideration of employee’s needs  
Open and honest communication 
Fair treatment / Fair benefits 
Equal opportunity for all employees 
 

Benefits/Payment 
Rapid advancement 
High pay/ performance based pay 
Compensation 
Overt recognition 
Tuition reimbursement 
Competitive salary 
Attractive benefits package (health care, vacation, 
retirement)  
 

Personal Needs 
Job security 
Support with personal problems 
Job content / meaningful work 
Opportunities for personal development 
Career development 
 

Elements listed in Thomas &Anderson 1998; Kickul &Lester 2001; Guest &Conway 2002; Thompson & Bunderson 2003 
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Employers’ responsibilities were classified into six categories: (a) payment/ benefits; (b) 

management; (c) work environment; (d) fairness; (e) empowerment; and, (f) personal needs. 

These six categories covered the payments and benefits that employers were obligated to 

provide to their employees, the way in which the organisation was managed, and again the  

day-to-day work environment within the organisation. Further, employees considered that 

employers were obligated to ensure that that employees were empowered, treated fairly, and 

that their employee’s personal needs were addressed. 

 

A violation of the psychological contract occurs when an employee experiences a 

discrepancy between the actual fulfilment of obligations by the organisation and the promise 

perceived regarding these obligations (Rousseau, 1995). Morrison and Robinson (1997) 

suggest that for contract violation to occur, the individual must perceive an imbalance in the 

exchange relationship and have an affective response to the perceived breach.  It has been 

argued that violation of the contract leads to feelings of anger, betrayal, and resentment which 

in turn lead to decreased employee motivation, organisational commitment, loyalty and trust, 

as well as increased staff turnover (Rousseau, 1995). 

 

Table 2. EVLN framework 

Employee responses to psychological contract violation  

 

Exit (+) 

Voice (+) 

Loyalty (-) 

Neglect behaviours (+) 

 
Source: Based on Turnley and Feldman (1998) 
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Turnley and Feldman (1998) developed an exit, voice, loyalty and neglect (EVLN) 

framework, in order to summarise possible impacts of contract violation. This framework 

suggests that an employee will respond to psychological contract violations in four ways: by 

increased exit (leave the firm); increased voice (in the context of PC voice is conceptualised 

as an intention to constructive effort to improve employment relations and taking initiative 

with superiors to improve conditions); decreased loyalty (the employee is less likely to 

engage in extra-role behaviour; decreased focus on organisational citizenship behaviour); 

and, increased neglect (more absenteeism, less attention to quality).  

 

The empirical research on psychological contracts has documented the direct effects of 

contract violations on employee behaviour. More specifically, studies have indicated that 

violation of employee’s beliefs and perceptions of the elements of psychological contracts 

may influence work outcomes, including job satisfaction, participation in development 

activities, and intention to remain with the current employer (Cavanaugh & Noe 1999; Freese 

& Schalk 1996; Dabos & Rousseau, 2004).  

 

Limited research has been conducted on psychological contracts in academia. Dabos and 

Rousseau (2004) examined mutuality and reciprocity in psychological contracts within a 

leading research-oriented school of bioscience in Latin America. They surveyed 107 full-time 

faculty members on mutuality and reciprocity in the employment relationship and found that 

researchers and their employers (the research directors in this case) demonstrated 

convergence in their perceptions regarding the terms of their psychological contracts. This 

mutual understanding of the obligations resulted in positive outcomes for both researchers 

(career advancement and promotion) and the employers (increased research productivity).  
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Tipples and Krivokapic-Skoko (1996; 1997) examined the content of psychological contracts 

established by academics at Lincoln University, New Zealand. Besides qualitative interviews 

and review of documentary sources, the authors conducted a questionnaire survey of 

academic colleagues and adopted an alternative research method based on discussion of 

critical incidents to explore the staff members’ beliefs and expectations about their relations 

with the university.  

 

Generally, the Lincoln academics were not satisfied with the extent to which the university 

had met what were perceived as its promised obligations. That dissatisfaction was 

consequently associated with a low level of job satisfaction. Apart from low Job Satisfaction, 

the academics identified Career Development, Payment, Long Term Job Security and 

Promotion as common areas for violation of the psychological contract. Support with 

personal problems was also an area where academics stated they felt they were owed by the 

university. More specifically, the university respondents noted matters relating to 

Promotions, Research Support, and Management Support, in relation to these issues of 

Confidentiality and Honesty. 

 

Many academics at Lincoln thought that the university was losing direction through poor 

management and communication, and this was contributing to a loss of trust within the 

organisation. Administrative issues were the major concern, followed by the greater demands 

on academic staff in an environment of decreased resources and rewards.  Another theme 

which was apparent, as a result of violation, was the perception of increased burden as a 

result of increased administrative workload, auditing type arrangements, and the development 

of an antagonistic ‘them/us’ culture. 
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3. An empirical investigation of psychological contracts established by academics at an 

Australian university 

 

By their nature, psychological contracts vary significantly across organisations and even 

across different sections or units of the same organisation. Hence, the literature suggested that 

a greater use of idiographic methods to assess individuals’ psychological contracts would be 

rather appropriate (Turneley & Fieldamn 1999; Freese & Schalk 1996; Guzzo and Noonan 

1994). The main feature of focus groups is that they provide for relatively free-flowing and 

spontaneous discussions which can yield information and insights that would otherwise be 

unattainable. The focus group technique may be very appropriate for use in organisations as a 

means to deepen understanding of how employees interpret human resource practices. It may 

provide a way of accessing dense subjective interpretations in which the views of the 

individual academics are intertwined  with the shared perceptions of the group. Accordingly, 

focus groups may be seen as a very appropriate approach to discovering how employees 

interpret psychological contracts. That noted, to the best of our knowledge, our research 

constitutes one of the few empirical studies which used a focus group approach to understand 

how academics interpret the psychological contract.  

 

3.1 Research Approach  

 

The empirical data presented in this paper was collected through three focus groups with 

academics employed by a business faculty in an Australian university. These focus groups 

constitute the first phase of planned broader empirical analysis of the psychological contracts 

established by academics within the business faculty. The focus groups were held in May 
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2006, and each was conducted in a conference room familiar to the participants on their home 

campus.  

 

Focus group methodology was chosen as it is known to be useful in the identification of 

issues and themes that can subsequently be drawn upon to assist with development of 

relevant survey questions (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2003; Morgan 1993). A semi-

structured format was developed to guide the focus group discussion. The questions that were 

asked addressed key issues identified in literature on psychological contracts. Potential 

participants were contacted by email and were provided with an information sheet explaining 

the aims of the study and the function of the focus group in the broader research design.  

 

The discussion was led by a research assistant experienced with group facilitation to allow for 

an informal atmosphere and to ensure there was no clear power imbalance (Owen 2001). The 

research assistant and one other member of the research team were present at each focus 

group. The size of the groups was considered small enough to allow for in-depth discussion 

of key items yet offered diversity and possibilities for the development of ideas. Twenty six 

academics (excluding the researchers) participated across the three focus groups. 

 

While a limitation of focus groups can be the tendency for participants to deviate from their 

usual thinking and behaviour in order to ‘fit-in’ with group norms (Kenyon 2004), the 

researchers were fortunate to be working with a relatively homogenous group of participants 

who regularly work with each other thereby minimising the effects of this tendency. 

Confidentiality can also be an issue affecting the willingness of participants to speak openly 

in focus group discussions (Bloor et al 2001). To minimise the risk of loss of privacy, and 

perceptions of fear associated with focus group participation, first names or pseudonyms 
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were used during the discussion and we asked participants to respect the privacy of others by 

not discussing participants and the views they expressed outside the focus group session. 

With the signed consent of the participants, each of the focus group sessions was audio taped 

and transcribed verbatim. 

 

The questions encouraged the academics to discuss the following topics:  

1. What they feel they bring to their work that is not explicitly stated in the employment 

contract;  

2. What they expect or believe their employer has promised in return;  

3. An identification of how the university has fulfilled or exceeded these expectations;  

4. How the university has failed to fulfil these promises;  

5. Academics’ response to the psychological contract violation.  

 

Probes for each question were also developed. We ‘probed’ some responses and ideas to 

ensure we were grasping and understanding key issues and themes as they were emerging. 

Throughout, we sought to allow participants the opportunity to speak to their experience and 

feelings so as to ensure we captured what they considered to be the key issues within their 

workplace. 

 

3.2 Empirical findings  

Reciprocal exchanges form the basis of many definitions of the psychological contract 

(Conway & Briner, 2005; Guest & Conway, 2002; Robinson & Rousseau, 1994) so it was 

deemed appropriate to begin the questioning with an introductory listing exercise (Table 3) to 

engage participants and to assist them in identifying what they contribute to this exchange 

relationship. 
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The academics cited their personal qualities as a defining aspect of what they bring to their 

work, consistently commenting that the work involves their whole person, their creativity, 

integrity, personal values and experience. It quickly became evident that some of the 

categories listed in Table 1 (Thomas & Anderson 1998;  Kickul & Lester 2001; Guest &  

 

Table 3 Academic staff's beliefs about what they bring to the university 

• context for teaching • loyalty 
• networks/industry links • work ethic 
• practical experience • enthusiasm 

• personal experience 
• thirst for learning/passion for 

discipline area 
• stories • creativity 
• active links to professions through 

professional organisations 
• hang-ups and prejudices 

• broad knowledge base • integrity 
• creativity • timidity/compliance 
• access to resources • challenge to the status quo 
• personal 

qualities/personality/personal 
values/sharing of self 

• wisdom 

• sense of social justice and 
ethics/ethical set 

• ability to manage upwards 

• desire to convey importance of social 
justice/ethics issues 

• salesmanship 

• desire to make a difference/make 
society a better place 

• relationship building 

• desire to make society a better place • patience 
• motivation-to share 

experience/teach/work 
• sacrifice 

• openness- willingness to discuss 
ideas 

• assertiveness 

• commitment to teaching/students/the 
university and its success 

• civility 

  
 
Conway 2002; Thompson & Bunderson 2003) were not entirely appropriate to this situation 

because academics view their work responsibilities in a much broader context than their 

immediate institutional environment.  
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These broader concerns were further categorised based on where the academics felt their 

professional responsibilities were placed. Employee responsibilities were identified as falling 

into four main areas: the university, the discipline, society, and students (see Figure 1). 

 

University: Academics join the university with a strong work ethic and this is evidenced by 

many comments relating to a willingness to work outside ‘normal’ working hours, and be 

flexible in taking on various roles and to engage emotionally with their work: 

'We give more time than we are technically required' 

‘What struck me though when I was Head of School . . . was this feeling that I got that 

most staff really didn’t require pushing to make them work. . . So there’s this attitude 

amongst a lot of staff I find that, a willingness to put a huge amount of work into what 

they’re doing and to take it very seriously.'   

Sometimes this flexibility is expressed as a requirement of the job but mostly it is expressed 

as a willingness to put greater effort into the job for the sake of the students, the institution, 

society or personal satisfaction: 

'. . .a willingness to work beyond the stated hours and a willingness to take on Faculty 

and university roles that are not sustained in ones duty statement and that aren’t 

remunerated.' 
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Figure 1: Categories of Academics’ Responsibilities as Part of Psychological Contracts 

 
University 

 
Students 

 
Society 

 
Discipline 

 
Academics 

 

 

Discipline: Academics feel that the breadth of knowledge that they bring to their work is an 

important contribution to the university. It was consistently stated that such knowledge, 

experience and associated networks are highly valuable and are often not recognised.  

'It was my view that we need people . . .who bring in these other ideas and other 

disciplines and other approaches to give a more rounded approach to [the 

university]’ 

 

Society: Conscience, personal ethics, integrity and a desire to make society a better place 

were strong motivators for staff and represented commonly discussed aspects of personal 

qualities that staff felt they were bringing to their academic work.  Motivation and 

enthusiasm were occasionally linked to a ‘thirst for learning’ which pointed to some personal 
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satisfaction in work, but was more frequently discussed in terms of ‘making a difference’, 

‘making society a better place’, and generally expressing a desire to advance social justice 

and ethics.  

‘There’s an ideological underpinning of what some of us are all about.  I’m a person 

who believes in working towards a fairer society that we live in and .. you’re doing 

something that’s worthwhile to society as whole.' 

 

Students: Similar sentiments were expressed in enhancing students’ learning through 

academics giving of themselves personally and sharing their wealth of experience to 

stimulate and encourage students: 

‘What the students like is that you are actually sharing a part of yourself with them' 

 

These responses demonstrate that it would be limiting to attempt to understand the formation 

of the psychological contract only in terms of what the academic feels they owe the 

university. Their commitment and concerns are often directed more toward the students and 

society with the institution providing a means of serving those higher goals. If they are 

frustrated with unmet expectations and promises, it is likely that these frustrations will occur 

in areas that impinge upon their ability to fulfil their personal mission of attaining these 

higher goals.  

 

Building upon perceived promises of mutual exchange (Robinson & Rousseau 1994), the 

academics spoke at length regarding what they were expecting of the university in return for 

what they bring to their job (Table 4).  

Table 4 Academic staff's beliefs about what the university owes them 

• academic freedom • recognition of skill 
• autonomy • recognition of professionalism 
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• honesty • consistency 
• empowerment • reciprocity 
• job security • recognition of family/outside 

commitments 
• keeping a positive external image • recognition for going beyond normal 

duties 
• care in times of want • fairness in promotion 
• trust • impartiality 
• clear communication • non-discrimination for union 

involvement 
• involvement in decision making • opportunities for development & 

promotion 
• advocacy • promotion 
• transparency • study leave 
• respect • flexibility 
• use of personal rather than position 

power • work-life balance 
• competency of management • access to supervisors 
• equitable pay, fair pay  
• support (for ideas, initiatives, resource 

availability, jobs, career development, 
crises, personal issues) 

• pleasant social/physical/emotional 
work environment  

 

A common theme that emerged from the statements made regarding employer responsibilities 

is that academics want to be recognised and treated as professionals. This implies a need for 

respect for their work, respect for the way that work is completed, and respect for their 

professional goals. Much of the discussion centred around the expectations of leadership, 

fairness and transparency in promotion and recognition of one’s personal commitment to the 

profession, the university and the students. Figure 2 shows key themes that emerged from 

discussion of what the academics expect from the university. 
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Figure 2: Academic staff’s beliefs about what the university owes them. 
 

 
Payments & 

Security 

 
Work 

environment 

 
Career 

Development 

 
Fairness & 
Recognition 

 
Empowerment 

& 
Motivation 

 

 
Leadership & 
Management 

University 

 

 
 

Leadership and Management: In contrast to the employers’ responsibilities as listed in Table 

1, the academics identified that leadership and management captured for the sorts of 

responsibilities expected of the university. Employees expect good leadership and sound 

management skills, for example: 

 ‘What I expect of [the university] in return, I expect the senior executive of [the 

university] to all have qualifications in management or they can’t take on a position 

at the senior levels of the university’.   

 17



Issues related to leadership such as trust, clear and honest communication, transparency, 

advocacy, individual consideration and respect were prominent throughout the conversations. 

Academic staff seem to have little time for managers who seem to have hidden agendas or are 

not completely honest about how decisions are made: 

'I can sum it up [i.e. what we expect] very nicely: open, honest communication' 

'Part of the transparency is the explanation for decisions that are made, clear 

justification and reasons why the decision was made rather than ‘this is the decision’ 

and nothing else.' 

 

It needs to be noted that there was generally a realistic acceptance of the constraints within 

which a university must make decisions and that these constraints may lead to broken 

promises and disappointed expectations from staff. What was not accepted, and this raised 

considerable emotion, was when such situations were handled in a way that was not honest 

and outcomes were poorly communicated: 

‘Some of these violations are actually a result of externalities that have also been 

imposed on the university system.’ 

'If it's beyond their control, they need to communicate and they also need to make 

allowance a bit' 

 
Empowerment/motivation: Commitment to teaching and the desire to contribute to society 

provide powerful motivators for academic staff and the need for academic freedom and job 

discretion were linked to these motivations. This issue came to the fore in later discussion to 

do with the encroachment of bureaucratic systems on teaching processes. Staff expressed a 

strong expectation of autonomy, job discretion and inclusion in decision making and this was 

related to their professional identity: 
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'There's an expectation that our professionalism will be respected, that we're not 

going to be treated as if we've got nothing to add and that we're just automatons in 

the machine' 

'... freedom to operate as an adult person, to do my job responsibly and to not need to 

be closely supervised.' 

 

Fairness/recognition: ‘Fairness in all things’ was an expectation consistently expressed by 

the academics. Issues of fairness included: equitable pay, fairness in promotion, consistency 

in applying rules, impartiality, acceptance of union involvement, reciprocity and an 

expectation that family and outside commitments should not cause disadvantage. Some 

comments include: 

'It really can be summed up in a fair and  equitable promotion system' 

'I would expect the university … to not to keep changing rules' 

'If you’re going to talk about moving the goal posts I don’t mind that because 

organisations evolve and change and they’re always going to be looking for new 

directions but we want them to consider our perception of those changed rules.' 

 

Career development: Academics feel the institution is obligated to provide opportunities for 

development by way of training and promotion: 

'Opportunities so you can do not only your job but opportunities to do other things.' 

They also believe that these opportunities should be offered equitably: 

 ‘You don’t see as many women in management as we did several years ago; I think 

that is a shame.' 

 

Work environment: The connection between what is given to one’s work and what is 

expected back is evident from the frequency of responses regarding the expectation of 
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flexibility from the university. Allowance for a healthy work-life balance, access to 

supervisors and the provision of a pleasant social, physical and emotional work environment 

were other factors listed. 

 

Payments/security: There was not a lot of discussion about pay but any mention of payments 

and security was with regard to issues of fairness and career development:  

'. . . [we expect] a competitive salary structure that’s flexible again with regard to the 

recognition of experience and knowledge gained prior to the university.’ 

 

Key areas where the university was considered to have fulfilled or exceeded its implicit 

promises of employment included support in such areas as research, outside activities, 

training and development and with regard to personal and emotional issues:  

'I always assumed that in some respects that in the time of crisis you would largely be 

on your own.  . .  I have never been. . .I was gob smacked at their, the extent to which 

they were willing to bend over backwards and care.  It was great, it was absolutely 

brilliant.' 

While the support was appreciated, staff recognised that it was a reciprocal relationship: 

'I think it’s a recognition that they are willing to do something for you to help you out, 

that you will pay them back [agreement from group] tenfold down the track . . . it 

makes it sound like an exchange relationship but still I think it is more than just that ' 

 

Flexibility was another highly valued feature of working at the university:  

'[Flexibility in working hours] is a further degree of freedom beyond just the 

academic freedom' 

This flexibility was valued not only in a practical sense but as an indication of trust: 
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'There’s an awful lot of trust there . . . as long as [the head of school] knows that he 

can contact me and I’m always logged on with my emails etc there seems to be a real 

sense of trust there that he knows that if I’m not physically there in my office, that 

doesn’t necessarily mean that I’m not getting the work done so I feel really really 

lucky to have so much flexibility because my kids are very young at the moment.’ 

Flexibility and trust are associated with academic freedom and so are valued as recognition of 

the professional status of the employees. The belief in freedom and autonomy was further 

highlighted by the sorts of work conditions most highly valued by the academics: 

'. . . having your own office space, you are able to shut the door and you are doing 

your thing in your world and nobody’s looking over your shoulder. . . that is physical 

freedom.' 

'I think everybody does [appreciate the low levels of surveillance], I think there is a 

degree of trust and obviously there are limits and boundaries and having set those the 

university is very relaxed about it' 

 

Although many examples of where the university had fulfilled or exceeded expectations were 

reported, it was obvious that this was not the complete picture. Even the groups who spoke 

more positively about their psychological contracts had much that they wanted to speak about 

with regard to when these contracts had been violated: 

Focus group facilitator: Are we ready to talk about the more negative experiences?  

Participant: ‘Oh we’ve been dying to talk about it.’ 

 

Different groups had different emphases but the most striking consistency was the 

unprompted repetition of the phrase ‘changing the goalposts’ at each of the focus groups. 
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Table 5 outlines the main reasons academics gave for feeling violated in their employment 

contract.  

 
 

Table 5 Violations of the psychological contract as perceived by the academics  
 

Reasons given for perceived violations of psychological contracts (ranked by the number 
of times they were cited) 

1. lack of fairness in promotion 
2. lack of communication/openness/transparency 
3. inconsistency in applying rules ('changing the goalposts')  
4. bureaucratic administrative system 
5. lack of respect for professional status 
6. poor management/university losing direction 
7. greater workload demands on staff 
8. lack of job security 
9. pay related issues 

 
 
 
This was especially pertinent to the system of promotion within the university. The 

unpredictability of career advancement within the university has caused much disappointment 

and anger amongst academics. A theme across the groups was that while quality teaching is 

espoused as the cornerstone of the university’s strategy and core values, it is perceived that it 

is only the quantity and type of research that is recognised and rewarded. This creates a 

double standard within the institution which in turn encourages dishonest communication. 

The lack of openness in such situations was made worse when a rule or policy was invoked to 

justify a decision that had obviously been made for other reasons. This lack of honest 

communication had turned disappointing situations into experiences of extreme betrayal. The 

highly emotive issues of promotions and redundancies were closely tied to the issue of 

honesty and transparency in communication as these issues so frequently provided the focal 

point of grievance.  
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Another important area of psychological contract violation was when the expectation of being 

treated as professional was met with the seemingly bureaucratic requirements of the 

university’s administrative system: 

'You’re expecting that you bring in a certain amount of professionalism but it’s 

shoved in your face to a certain extent because of the bureaucracy that appears to be 

happening and increasingly so from an administrative perspective because they are 

trying to treat us as an homogenous group who maybe are not capable of doing 

something from an administrative perspective.' 

‘I think that we’re all at a level of having a knowledge of our own competence in 

regards to well I can use that software to do this or to do that.  If I can’t then I will 

ask somebody and they are assuming that we don’t have that capability that we’re just 

going to go in and stuff it up.  I’m sorry I thought that if I didn’t know something, I 

would put my hand up and ask.  That’s what a professional does.' 

While the administrative systems are often perceived as conflicting with the professional 

approach and status of the academic, a strong theme emerging among all the groups was that 

the effects of the ‘system’ generally did not match with the publicly declared university 

values, nor the personal values of the academic. While the academics’ strong personal 

commitment to quality teaching was matched by statements from the university, the 

academics spoke of administration as a potential barrier to the achievement of quality 

outcomes. 

 

Another expectation that was perceived to have been violated by the system was that of 

fairness. Ironically, while rules and policies should contribute to fairness, there was a 

perception among academic staff that a ‘rule’ could be employed arbitrarily, it could always 

be broken when it suited the situation, thereby contributing to a lack of fairness. 
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While some discussants were frustrated with the daily disruption to their work resulting from 

the need to conform to bureaucratic rules and regulations, others were more deeply concerned 

with the long-term direction of the institution. There appeared to be two sets of competing 

priorities within the university that were at the heart of most of the reports of psychological 

contract violation.  

 

The first priority was the issue of the encroachment of administrative systems stressing 

conformity, rationality and efficiency on the practice of professionals who require flexibility, 

personal discretion and autonomy. For some, the bureaucratic juggernaut was a threat to the 

core competence of the university in teaching excellence and customer focus. One example 

given was of following rigid performance targets instead of professional development: 

‘The [issue] that I’d like to come back to is this issue of staff development and 

opportunities to develop people’s knowledge and careers and teaching abilities and 

so on.  It’s very important that that’s done in a very open way rather than this 

performance review approach where you’re told ‘meet these things’ instead of asking 

‘what are you trying to do, what do you see as important for you to develop your 

abilities and career?’ rather than say ‘attend this teaching course’.’ 

 

The second priority was the imperative to increase research output. This issue was almost 

unanimously noted as a source of psychological contract violation across all the groups. It 

was recognised that research output was an essential priority for the university in order to 

obtain government funding and remain a viable entity. However, it was felt that this 

imperative was, in effect, causing a split in the university’s focus by undermining its 

outstanding teaching reputation. It was perceived that the university’s management has had 
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difficulty in balancing the twin goals of increasing research output while maintaining 

excellence in teaching. Perceived tension between these goals was deemed to have caused 

inconsistency in expectations and behaviour which has had an impact on staffing, promotion, 

performance management and workloads. Research was generally seen to be ascendant, and 

pursued, at the expense of teaching quality. For example: 

‘It seems to me that there’s this real inconsistency that one of the pillars of the 

university is our commitment and excellence in teaching but I don’t really feel that 

teaching is really valued at the faculty level.  . . .  It seems to be that it’s all about 

track record in research and in fact teaching doesn’t seem to be highly valued at all . 

. . That’s fine but let’s be open about that and let’s not keep talking about the 

importance of teaching.’ 

‘But psychologically it doesn’t match up because the majority of your workload is 

teaching  so your natural focus is going to want to be on doing that really well but a 

lot of it relates to your actual research so there isn’t the balance there, there isn’t the 

logical balance.  ’ 

 

This tension, and the perceived greater reward given to good researchers, was seen as a 

matter ‘changing goalposts’. This was reported as leading to feelings of disappointment, 

discouragement, anger, bitterness and betrayal. It aroused distrust amongst academics 

towards the university. 

 

Finally, the discussion turned to what happens when there is a violation of the psychological 

contract. Following previous studies, the aim was to explore the impact of psychological 

contract violation on work outcomes such as job satisfaction, participation in development 

activities, and intention to remain with the current employer (Cavanaugh & Noe 1999; Freese 

 25



& Schalk 1996; Dabos Rousseau 2004). The data was analysed against the EVLN framework 

presented in Table 3. Our findings were similar to those from prior studies but we found 

evidence of another response to contract violation that could be called ‘Adapt’. That is, some 

respondents, while initially hurt by the violation, come to change their attitude and behaviour 

in order to adapt to their new circumstances. Professional practice and associated identity 

seems critical here. 

 
The violation response of ‘exit’ was mentioned only three times across all the groups. By no 

means was it reported as a typical response to the psychological contract violation in this 

situation. 

'One reaction can occur when the psychological contract is broken to such an extent 

as I said earlier is that one leaves the university and goes elsewhere and we have 

indeed seen examples of that.' 

However, the limited reference to ‘exit’ appears, to some extent, to have reflected the fact 

that many academics expressed feelings of being trapped in their situation and unable to 

move to a new job.  

'If our mobility was real and it’s not then I think this university would have 

experienced more people leaving than has been the case, than has been over the last 

6,7,8, 10 years.' 

 

In the context of the psychological contract, ‘voice’ is conceptualised as an intention to 

constructive effort to improve employment relations and taking initiative to improve 

conditions (Turnley & Feldman 1998). Little was directly reported that would suggest that 

this was an usual response for the academics. When a group felt violated, ‘corridor talk’ was 

stated as a frequent behaviour. Collective organisation and speaking out was also mentioned 

but with a suggestion that this was futile activity. 
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The most frequently cited responses to psychological contract violation were loss of loyalty 

and neglect behaviours. Sometimes the decreased loyalty was spoken of as resulting in 

‘giving up’ and feelings of helplessness: 

‘My attitude to that now is.  I really don’t care, I don’t want to convene it now.   

Others referred to behaviour that saw them  less likely to engage in extra-role behaviour: 

'You concentrate more on your own interests instead of the broader interests than you 

have in the past.’ 

'You lose commitment and you withdraw.’ 

'If people find they have an experience like that [i.e. loss of faith in the promotional 

system] they start to think ‘well I’ll do something for myself for a change’ rather than 

do it specifically for the institution.  Now I didn’t completely withdraw because I still 

worked my way round and did interesting things but I was a little bit more concerned 

about doing things that suited me a little bit more than the institution.’ 

 
Increased neglect, particularly with regard to less attention to teaching quality, was a 

prominent feature of discussion: 

'Well I suppose it goes back to equity theory of motivation really if you feel as if, 

you’ll do one of two things.  You’ll either withdraw your labour totally, in other 

words you will resign or you will slow down,' 

'If you do think that your treatment is not fair . . . you become negative.  You’re 

zapped and you can’t be bothered’ 

 

The negative effects of the psychological contract violation were shown to be mediated by 

the nature of the academic work that involved a commitment to the students even when 

frustration with the institution was high: 
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‘there is that third dimension which plays a huge part in psychological contract with 

the students. . . our responsibility and caring for the students that locks us into that 

contract do more than, than if we were only looking after ourselves, it might be a 

different relationship between the employee and employer. But because you have got 

the student sitting there and they’re very much part of this of the psychology of this 

that it often restricts some of the action we might want to take or some of the things 

we may do because we are looking after the reason why we are here.’ 

 

Further, it would be a mistake to understand responses to the contract violation in solely 

negative terms. For some academics the violation event gave impetus to adaptation to the 

new system and even enjoyment of  the opportunities it offered:  

‘I’ve been subject to a lot of this goal post changing over my 15 years and some early 

years it worked against me and now it’s been working really well for me’ 

 

As noted earlier, while reference was made to a decline in the focus on teaching, the focus on, 

and performance in, research had increased: 

'Well it’s certainly changing my approach to teaching to a degree and it probably 

took a couple of years’. 

'And I’ve had a great deal of trouble but I think I’m getting close to the balance 

between the two now where I can, I cut back on my teaching quite deliberately, cut 

back the assessment items, cut back the time I spend on it so that I can get down to a 

reasonable balance.  It’s like that, it’s the last thing you do research and the thing 

you’ve got to do first is the teaching and it’s cutting that back is difficult emotionally 

as well as anything else but we’ve got to learn to give that up I believe.’ 
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These adaptations to the new priorities and demands of the university support Herriot & 

Pemberton’s (1996) observation that internal and external catalysts during an organisational 

restructure lead to renegotiations in which the contract evolves. The adaptation response was 

also related to the professionalism of the academic in that when loyalty to the institution was 

slipping, loyalty to the discipline and the commitment to students seems to take effect: 

'You pull back a little bit for while but then the sense, the professional nature of what 

you do starts to take over it again … and you get back to your job.  So there’s a short 

term down and then you level off back up again.' 

‘. . . very few academics slacken off because their commitment to the students and 

because of their professionalism [agreement from group] so it doesn’t matter how 

badly they’re treated, they will still perform close to their optimal level and if they 

can’t do this they then leave.’ 

 

Whatever the reaction to contract violation, there is no doubt that the emotional experience 

can be extreme. Many academics gave considerable emphasis to their deep regret and pain 

over violations that can be masked by the variety responses taken by employees:  

‘. . .there has been, on the part of the university, some fairly egregious departures 

from equity in the promotion process . . .  It has wreaked havoc with the morale of a 

lot people here some of whom I know have moved on as a result and those who have 

stayed on and coped with it because of their professionalism or had no where else to 

go.  ’ 

 
The divergence of experience and reactions could have had some connection with how the 

PC was conceptualised. What became evident throughout the discussions was the 

differentiation between the university and its agents of authority. As McFarlane-Shore & 

Tetrick (1994) point out, the individual is often interacting with multiple organisational 
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agents. Many respondents wanted to make it clear that while they had grievances with the 

university, many of their school and faculty leaders were not necessarily guilty of these 

violations of the psychological contract.  

 

The final stages of the focus group discussions allowed the academics to further articulate 

how they perceive the sources and implications of the contract violation.  There were many 

references to dysfunctional aspects of the organisational culture such as: competitiveness, 

bureaucratic centralised control, short-term focus and lack of customer (i.e. student) focus.  

‘[The university] has  a culture where it does not give itself time to think, they are so 

pushed for making money that they don’t give themselves time to think about what 

they are doing or what direction they are taking, how they are doing it and the impact 

it is having on people.’ 

 ‘I don’t think any of this is driven by maliciousness.  One of the things I’ve noted . . . 

everybody I talk to in every school, they’re all brilliant people [agreement from 

group] and they all have the same sort of problems and the same sort of issues.  It’s 

the way in which the structure is set up so that there is competitiveness between it.’ 

‘We have talked about who are our customers and who we are building relationships 

with. I have seen [the university] do this and once again I expect it happens at other 

institutions that the student are not the main focus and I think it’s a pity.’ 

‘Its part of the whole thing about being a teaching university or research university . . 

.And that teaching university is about the students and research is about government 

policy research funds. . and students are at the far end of the stakeholders.’ 

 
Some felt that the need for greater research output did not necessarily have such a negative 

impact on teaching, and that the formulation of clearer strategy, supported by fair and 
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equitable rewards for staff, could do a great deal to reconcile these seemingly competing 

forces: 

‘It doesn’t have to be like that.  There needs to be a teaching research nexus.’ 

Further, while so many spoke of a need for change, an observation was made that academics 

can, in some respects, be unintentionally complicit in sustaining the culture and priorities 

they criticise because of their broader commitment to the discipline and the students: 

‘We are our own worst enemy . .. .I recognise that if I do that I am putting a bandaid 

over something and that will keep going and it reinforces the behaviour that it has 

already occurred so I know I can’t do that, but it is very hard to stay back and see 

students who are not getting the service and education that they deserve.’ 

 
 

4. Conclusions and implications  

Changes in the context and conditions of academic work in Australasia (Curtis & 

Matthewman 2005) have resulted from increased pressures associated with managerialism, 

greater external and internal accountability, tighter funding and a higher level of scrutiny by 

funding bodies. The challenges faced by university leaders and managers have increased 

considerably and academics are experiencing flow-on effects.  

 

Building upon the empirical evidence gathered from the focus groups, this paper has revealed 

the content and key elements of the psychological contracts formed by academics within an 

Australian university business faculty. Our empirical research shows that the commitment to 

making a contribution to society, the discipline, and student learning frequently plays a 

prominent part in the development, and moderation of, the academics’ psychological 

contracts. The academics very strongly indicated that they have a professional responsibility 
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and spoke to a significant social role which effectively extends beyond the boundaries of the 

psychological contracts they establish with the university. 

 

It is critical for the university and the academics to be sensitive to possible differences in 

expectations, since unrealised expectations may result in de-motivation, decreased 

commitment, increased turnover, and loss of trust in the organisation. As Turnley and 

Feldman (1999) found, our empirical research suggests that situational factors strongly 

moderate the relationship between psychological contract violations and exit, but not the 

relationship between the violation and voice, neglect behaviour and decreased levels of 

loyalty to the university. That noted, the academics possessed strong continuance 

commitment (Allen & Meyer 1990) and this is not solely explained by the costs of resigning. 

 

In conclusion, it is evident that academics at the university deemed the psychological contract 

to be in a poor state. They spoke to similar issues of concern as found in the Lincoln 

University study (Tipples & Krivokapic-Skoko 1997). While low morale and distress were 

key concerns, many discussants did express hope, and a degree of optimism, that the situation 

could be improved. As with Dabos and Rousseau (2004), who found that mutual 

understanding of reciprocal obligations resulted in positive outcomes for employees and the 

employers, this research indicates that many of the detrimental effects of psychological 

contract violation could be ameliorated, and even avoided, by ensuring that the perceptions of 

‘obligations’ of the organisation and employees are congruent (Niehoff & Paul 2001).  
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