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Editorial on the Research Topic

Unravelling the Role of Time in Psychological Contract Processes

The psychological contract (PC) is considered a critical construct in organizational behavior. Upon
organizational entry individuals form a PC containing beliefs about the reciprocal obligations
between themselves and their employer (Rousseau, 1989, 2001). The PC is self-regulatory and
influences how the employee perceives and interprets past, present, and future interactions with
the employer. When employees perceive that their employer has failed to fulfill its obligations (i.e.,
PC breach) they may develop negative affective reactions (e.g., violation feelings; Morrison and
Robinson, 1997), negative attitudes, and negative behaviors (for meta-analyses see Zhao et al., 2007;
Bal et al., 2008). While the existing PC literature offers a solid theoretical foundation to understand
the relationship between perceptions of PC breach, violation feelings, and employee reactions,
most PC research has examined relationships in a static, or contemporaneous, manner and has
overlooked the temporal context in which PC breach and employee reactions are interrelated and
potentially reinforcing to each other over time (for a general critique see Mitchell and James, 2001).
The contemporaneous study of PC breach and employee reactions is problematic because it ignores
temporal context and the adjustments that employees make to their attitudes and behaviors over
time. As such, the current literature fails to acknowledge that the PC is a dynamic construct that
is formed, maintained, disrupted, and repaired over time (e.g., Schalk and Roe, 2007; Tomprou
et al., 2015; Hansen and Griep, 2016), and that relationships between PC breach and employee
reactions that exist at one point in time may not necessarily exist, or vary in strength, at another
point in time (see Hansen and Griep, 2016; Griep and Vantilborgh, 2018). This Research Topic is
devoted to advancing the PC field by exploring valuable knowledge concerning the role of time in
PC processes. In the following, we lay out some critical areas of inquiry in understanding the role of
time, and highlight how the innovative set of papers in this Research Topic illustrate exciting future
research directions.

THE ROLE OF TIME IN PC PROCESSES

Theoretically, PCs have always been considered to be dynamic (Rousseau, 1995), yet scholars have
only recently started to examine the PC as a dynamic construct by acknowledging time in their
research design (for examples see Conway and Briner, 2002; Solinger et al., 2016; Vantilborgh et al.,
2016; Griep and Vantilborgh, 2018). Interest in studying the PC as a dynamic phenomenon gained
interest thanks to recent theoretical advances, such as the dynamic model of the psychological
contract (Schalk and Roe, 2007) and the post-violation model (Tomprou et al., 2015). These novel
theoretical insights call for increased attention to studying how the PC is formed, maintained,
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disrupted, and repaired over time. Following from these
theoretical advancements, we identify three critical implications
for future research. First, by acknowledging the role of time, it
becomes possible for future research to truly capture processes
or patterns of change in the PC following perceptions of breach.
Second, a temporal perspective encourages study of qualitatively
distinct PC states and patterns or trajectories of PC reactions
that may emerge over time (Kozlowski et al., 2013). Third, the
inclusion of time in PC research also creates novelmethodological
challenges.

CAPTURING PROCESSES

A within-person process perspective is critical to understand
how perceptions of PC breach and feelings of violation
lead to downstream consequences for employees and their
organizations. However, the PC literature has relied almost
exclusively on a between-person perspective to explore how
the attitudes and behaviors of employees who perceived large
PC breaches differed from those of employees who perceived
no or small breaches (Zhao et al., 2007; Bal et al., 2008).
Although useful, such a between-person perspective does not
address within-person processes such as how attitudes and
behaviors change over time or in reaction to events such as PC
breach. Further, longitudinal or experience sampling designs are
necessary to examine reciprocal effects, potentially leading to
the discovery of unacknowledged relationships (e.g., Griep and
Vantilborgh, 2018) and dynamic systems (Vallacher et al., 2002)
in the literature. In this Research Topic, both Achnak et al. and
Gibbard et al. adopt a within-person process perspective.

Achnak et al. focus on explaining the process leading from
breach perceptions to stress experiences, thus contributing to
the literature on the effects of PC breach on wellbeing. These
consequences for wellbeing have received scarce attention to date,
but studies show that PC breach relates positively to emotional
exhaustion (Gakovic and Tetrick, 2003; Johnson and O’Leary-
Kelly, 2003), anxiety and depression (Conway and Briner, 2002;
Slack, 2005), and burnout (Brown, 2007). Across two studies,
Achnak et al. show that employees may develop stress over
time in response to perceptions of PC breach and that this
relationship is mediated by their affective responses. Moreover,
Achnak et al. found evidence for the moderating role of fatigue
on this positive relationship between perceptions of PC breach
and the development of stress, implying that employees who
are fatigued at work are at even higher risk to develop stress in
response to perceptions of PC breach over time. Interestingly,
Achnak et al. also show that over-fulfillment—that is, a positive
discrepancy in which an employee receives more than what was
obligated—can induce stress.

Gibbard et al.focus on the processes linking team perceptions
of PC breach to team performance and effectiveness. They
move away from the traditional focus on the individual
employee-employer relationship in PC research. They argue
that organizations increasingly rely on teams, drawing on the
expertise many to generate more innovative solutions than what
individual members could have accomplished (Fay et al., 2015;
Salas et al., 2015). Within this team context, Marks (2001)
has suggested that PCs in work teams may be more impactful

than traditional employee-employer PCs because employees are
more dependent on their fellow team members to successfully
complete a task than they are dependent on their organization
as a whole. Although early scholars acknowledged that groups of
individuals can develop a shared PC (see Rousseau, 1989, 1995),
the idea of shared PCs has historically received little empirical
attention. More recently, scholars have devoted substantial
attention to the social context as an important factor that
influences PC evaluation and the emergence of a team-level PC
(e.g., Ho and Levesque, 2005; Dabos and Rousseau, 2013; De
Vos and Tekleab, 2014; O’Leary-Kelly et al., 2014; Laulié and
Tekleab, 2016). Gibbard et al. s’ further understanding of shared
perceptions of PC breach by demonstrating that such perceptions
are not necessarily detrimental to a team’s performance over
time, as was once assumed. Gibbard et al. found that shared
perceptions of PC breach may generate a context in which team
members experience an optimal combination of the desire to be
similar to their team while at the same time feeling like they are a
unique addition to the team.

EMERGENCE OF PC STATES AND

PATTERNS OF REACTIONS

Treating the PC as a dynamic phenomenon implies that the PC
emerges and changes over time. It also requires researchers to
think in terms of patterns or trajectories of reactions to PC breach
over time. This focus on emergence is evident when studying
how employees cope with perceptions of PC breach and violation
(i.e., a severe PC breach) in relation to violation resolution
and post-violation PC states. Because most research has solely
focused on the negative impact of PC breach and violation
feelings on employee attitudes and behaviors (Zhao et al., 2007;
Bal et al., 2008), there is limited understanding about how
different coping processes may lead to PC restoration and more
or less functional post-violation PC states. To fill this void in the
literature, Tomprou et al. (2015) developed a conceptual model
of post-violation processes in which they detailed how employees
may use problem-focused coping strategies to deal with, and
attempt to move past, a PC violation over time. In a nutshell, this
theory assumes that, through the use of problem-focused coping
strategies, employees who experience PC violation aremore likely
to experience reactivation (i.e., PC that is similar to the pre-
violation PC) or thriving (i.e., PC that is more favorable than the
pre-violation PC) post-violation PC states, whereas they are less
likely to experience impairment (i.e., PC that is less favorable to
the pre-violation PC) or dissolution (i.e., mental and behavioral
disengagement from the PC) post-violation PC states. Schalk
et al.’s study focusses on two types of qualitative data (interviews
and archival case studies) to understand different ways in which
employees express dissent about PC breach and violation, which
strategies they use to cope over time, and what effect these coping
strategies have on violation resolution and post-violation PC
states. Their findings challenge the unilateral positive view on
problem-focused coping as the key to PC restoration by the post-
violation model (Tomprou et al., 2015). In contrast, Schalk et al.
propose a more nuanced approach to the use of problem-focused
coping in relation to PC restoration. Their findings indicated
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that the use of threatening forms of problem-focused coping
(e.g., threatening resignation) was often related to dysfunctional
post-violation PC states, whereas the use of competent problem-
focused coping (e.g., direct factual appeal), was often, although
not always, linked to functional post-violation PC states.

In contrast, Jonas and Griep’s conceptual paper introduces
a temporal perspective to better understand emerging patterns
of reactions to ideological PC breach. Ideological PCs have
been called the “third dimension” of the PC (Scheel and
Mohr, 2013) and have been defined as the shared mutual
agreements between employees and their organization that are
built on a set of shared values, mission, and/or purpose that the
organization is believed to strive for (Thompson and Bunderson,
2003). These PCs are unique from the typical transactional
(i.e., economic or materialistic, tangible, specific, static, and
short-term) and relational (i.e., relationship-oriented, intangible,
subjective, flexible, and long-lasting) PCs in that negotiation
of obligations is focused on a larger shared ideology that
is culturally or socially understood rather than a focus on
the individual employee-organization interactions (Thompson
and Bunderson, 2003). Although a growing number of studies
attends to the importance of these ideological PCs as drivers of
employee engagement (e.g., Bunderson, 2001; Bunderson and
Thompson, 2009; McCabe and Sambrook, 2013; Vantilborgh
et al., 2014, 2016), there are questions with regard to why
reactions to ideological PC breach appear somewhat inconsistent
with mainstream PC theory. For example, research shows that
employees react with increased, rather than decreased, work
effort in response to perceptions of ideological PC breach
(Vantilborgh et al., 2014). Jones and Griep’s conceptual model
theoretically connects perceptions of ideological PC breach,
increases in work effort, and the potential “dark side” of repeated
occurrences of ideological PC breach for employees’ development
of burnout. These authors argue that time plays a central role
in the unfolding of employees’ reactions to ideological PC
breach over time. Specifically, Jones and Griep propose that, as
perceptions of ideological PC breach accumulate over time and
employees continue to increase their work effort in response, they
become more susceptible to burnout.

OVERCOMING METHODOLOGICAL

CHALLENGES

Finally, treating the PC as a dynamic phenomenon leads to new
methodological challenges that must be overcome. For example,
the choice of time lags or the operationalization of constructs
can be challenging for researchers setting up experience sampling
studies. In the PC literature, the operationalization of PC breach
and feelings of violation has been a continual source of debate,
which has only become more complex by the introduction of
a temporal perspective. In their conceptual model, Morrison
and Robinson (1997) clearly distinguished perceptions of PC
breach, referring to an employee’s perception of unmet employer
promises, from violation feelings, referring to the ensuing

negative emotional state. Violation feelings thus result from
a two-stage process in which employees first engage in a

cognitive evaluation of a perceived deviation from employer
promises, after which negative emotions might follow, which
in turn may have several negative attitudinal and behavioral
consequences. Despite the general awareness that violation
feelings result from said two-stage process, the literature to date
has large ignored this process when operationalizing breach and
violation (for some exceptions see Solinger et al., 2016; Bal
et al., 2017; Griep and Vantilborgh, 2018). This is an important
omission because correctly understanding PC processes requires
theories, research methods, and statistical models that explicitly
recognize that violation feelings follow from an event that
exceeds one’s acceptance limits, after which a cognitive process
determines the intensity of violation feelings. Although dynamic
PC theories (Schalk and Roe, 2007; Tomprou et al., 2015) and
dynamic research methods (e.g., daily diary, event-sampling, and
experience sampling research, Conway and Briner, 2002; Ohly
et al., 2010) exist, still lacking are adequate statistical tools to
model the above described two-stage process.

Hofmans’ study introduces two statistical models—the Zero-
Inflated model and the Hurdle model—that closely mimic the
theoretical process of perceptions of PC breach and violation
feelings via two-stage analytical processes: a binary distribution
that models whether PC breach has occurred or not, and a
count distribution that models the severity of the negative
impact. In doing so, Hofmans contributes to a theoretical-
methodological synergy by demonstrating how the application of
different methodological techniques can be used to examine an
important theoretical issue in PC research. Moreover, this paper
will undoubtedly help researchers aiming to measure breach and
feelings of violation as dynamic phenomena, by establishing clear
guidelines and offering a practical tool for their methods toolbox.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, we believe that it is an exciting time to be doing
research on psychological contract processes. The introduction
of time in PC processes opens up interesting new avenues for
research. The set of papers presented in this Research Topic
help provide a better understanding of how PC processes unravel
over time (Achnak et al.; Gibbard et al.), how PC states and
patterns of reactions emerge over time (Jonas and Griep; Schalk
et al.), and how PC breach and feelings of violation can be
operationalized and analyzed in novel ways that advance our
theoretical understanding of dynamic PC processes (Hofmans).
We hope that this collection of papers generates interest among
researchers to further incorporate time in the study of PC
processes.
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