
http://jlo.sagepub.com

Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies

DOI: 10.1177/1071791907308052 
 2007; 14; 143 Journal of Leadership &amp; Organizational Studies

Larry W. Hughes and David K. Palmer 
 Organizational Commitment in a Sample of Permanent and Contingent Workers

An Investigation of the Effects of Psychological Contract and Organization-Based Self-Esteem on

http://jlo.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/14/2/143
 The online version of this article can be found at:

 Published by:

http://www.sagepublications.com

 On behalf of:

 Midwest Academy of Management

 can be found at:Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies Additional services and information for 

 http://jlo.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts Email Alerts:

 http://jlo.sagepub.com/subscriptions Subscriptions:

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 

 http://jlo.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/14/2/143 Citations

 at SAGE Publications - Full-Text Collections on October 13, 2009 http://jlo.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://www.midwestacademy.org/
http://jlo.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://jlo.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://jlo.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/14/2/143
http://jlo.sagepub.com


Journal of Leadership & 
Organizational Studies

Volume 14 Number 2
November 2007  143-156

©2007 Baker College
10.1177/1071791907308052

http://jlos.sagepub.com
hosted at

http://online.sagepub.com

143

An Investigation of the Effects of 
Psychological Contract and Organization-
Based Self-Esteem on Organizational 
Commitment in a Sample of Permanent 
and Contingent Workers

Larry W. Hughes
David K. Palmer
University of Nebraska at Kearney

In this cross-sectional research design, the authors explore and offer evidence of differential obligations of permanent
and contingent workers to their organization. Additionally, they holistically investigate the relationships between
different psychological contract obligations and two dimensions of organizational commitment. They found limited
support for the hypotheses that psychological contract perceptions varied across permanent and contingent workers
and levels of commitment. Additionally, they discovered that organization-based self-esteem partially mediated the
relationship between psychological contract and organizational commitment. Implications for management practice,
limitations of the study, and directions for future research are also offered.
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According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics
(2005), nearly 10% of the workforce in early

2005 was composed of contingent workers, a trend
that has held steady for several years and is foreseen
to continue. As a phenomenon relevant to manage-
ment, many scholars have found the area of the con-
tingent workforce and alternative work arrangements
worthy of study (for a review, see Feldman, 2006).
The contingent workforce, coupled with the variety
of occupations in which these phenomena occur, pre-
sents managers with myriad challenges, for example,
the challenge of managing workers in high-tech
industries (Riolli-Saltzman & Luthans, 2001), but
also provide organizational scholars with a research
area of considerable importance and opportunity.

The contingent worker is defined as one without an
explicit or implicit ongoing employment contract
with their client firms. Workers with alternative work
arrangements, such as on-call workers, are included
in this definition (Kraimer, Wayne, Liden, & Sparrowe,
2005). Also, other contingent workers without a perma-
nent employment arrangement are independent con-
tractors and temporary-services employees (Gallagher
& McLean Parks, 2001).

The aforementioned dynamism of the contempo-
rary organization provides management researchers
with an opportunity to explore existing constructs
with time-tested measures but within this dynamic
context. As Johns (2006) pointed out, context should
be considered when studying organizational behavior.
For example, psychological contracts, organizational
commitment, and organization-based self-esteem
(OBSE) are important and established constructs in
the organizational sciences.

Over time, scholars have offered explanations 
of these constructs as well as measures to capture 
their effects. Rousseau (1995, 2001), among others 
(cf. Dabos & Rousseau, 2004; Deery, Iverson, &
Walsh, 2006; Ho, 2005), has engaged in considerable
theorizing and research to support the development of
the psychological contract literature. Pierce and col-
leagues (Pierce, Gardner, Cummings, & Dunham,
1989; Pierce, Gardner, Dunham, & Cummings, 1993)
conceptualized the OBSE construct and developed and
validated a measure in the process. Many scholars have
built a substantial research base by studying organiza-
tional commitment and have developed and validated 
a variety of organizational commitment measures 
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(cf. Allen & Meyer, 1990a; Angle & Perry, 1981;
Mayer & Schoorman, 1992, 1998; Meyer & Allen,
1984; Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 1979; Porter, Steers,
Mowday, & Boulian, 1974).

The primary purpose of this study was to examine
the effects of the relational and transactional dimen-
sions of the psychological contract on OBSE, and
continuance and value commitment, of both perma-
nent and contingent workers in a technology firm. In
this article, we advance a set of hypothesized rela-
tionships between these constructs and discuss the
results of a study that indicate a positive relationship
between perceptions of the psychological contract
and organizational commitment. We also hypothesize
and discuss the partial mediating effect that OBSE
has on the relationships between the two dimensions
of psychological contract and the two dimensions of
organizational commitment.

Literature Review

The emergence of the contingent workforce has
been a topic of interest for organizational researchers.
However, there is limited research addressing the dif-
ferences between permanent and contingent workers’
attitudes and psychological experiences.

Offered here are a model (Figure 1) and a series of
hypotheses about the interrelationships between the
variables discussed in this article. We hypothesize that
the two dimensions of the psychological contract,
relational and transactional, have differential relation-
ships with the two dimensions of commitment, value

and continuance, respectively, as mediated by OBSE.
Furthermore, we hypothesize that many of these rela-
tionships differ with regard to the employment status
of the worker.

Psychological Contract

Szabó and Négyesi (2005) assert that the emerging
knowledge-based economy necessarily resulted in the
decomposition of traditional work arrangements. The
so-called modular organization (Schilling & Steensma,
2001) is composed of changeable units, which are
intended to adapt to the dynamism of the contempo-
rary business climate. With the exception of key per-
sonnel, workers are “interchangeable, disposable,
recallable, and transferable” (Szabó & Négyesi, 2005,
p. 63). The contingent workforce is a response to this
change in employment relationships and offers organi-
zations the further benefits of altering their scope and
scale. Employing a contingent workforce is also a
method to rapidly infuse an organization with knowl-
edge (Schilling & Steensma, 2001; Thompson, 1997).

Szabó and Négyesi (2005) said, “Traditional, irre-
versible employment . . . is simply inconsistent
with the dynamics of the economy in the post indus-
trial age” (p. 73). Thus employment now exists on a
continuum—a notion introduced earlier by McLean
Parks, Kidder, and Gallagher (1998)—ranging from
the absolute extremes of irreversible employment to
reversible, ad hoc employment. How workers are
actually employed exists somewhere in the middle,
depending on a number of factors. These employment
situations necessarily introduce a variety of issues or
certain trade-offs in managing a dynamic workforce.
There is evidence that contingent workers can rapidly
bring knowledge to their host organizations but also
that their loyalty is less than that of long-term
employees (Schilling & Steensma, 2001).

The psychological contract is a social or intangible
contract that is implicit in organizational membership.
Psychological contracts exist when an individual and
an organization’s management each have expectations
that are based on the aggregate obligations between
employees and the firm (Rousseau, 1995).

The psychological contract is defined as “systems
of beliefs that an individual and his or her employer
hold regarding the terms of their exchange agree-
ment” (Dabos & Rousseau, 2004, p. 53). In other
words, psychological contracts are highly subjective,
and what makes them binding is what an individual
perceives the agreement to be (Rousseau, 1995).
There are, however, inevitable similarities in people’s
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perceptions, often determined by their common work
situation, such as employment status.

Considerable empirical evidence supports the exis-
tence and importance of psychological contracts in
the workplace. Following, we present examples of the
different aspects of the psychological contract.
Scholars have studied the effects of psychological
contract breach on customer service workers (Deery
et al., 2006) and the mutuality and reciprocity in psy-
chological contracts at work (Dabos & Rousseau,
2004). As related to contingent employment, Kraimer
et al. (2005) studied the relationship between contin-
gent workers’ perceptions and their performance, and
McDonald and Makin (2000), whose measure is
employed in this study, considered the psychological
contract of contingent workers in relation to organi-
zational commitment and job satisfaction.

Obligations under psychological contracts.
McDonald and Makin (2000) said that psychological
contracts exist on a continuum ranging from transac-
tional to relational. These extremes comprise the two
distinct anchors of psychological contract obligations.

The transactional obligation is short-term and eco-
nomic in nature (Rousseau, 1995). Examples include
a willingness to work overtime, to provide high levels
of performance for contingent pay, and to give notice
before quitting, all without loyalty to the organization.
Contingent work is indicative of the transactional con-
tract, where temporary workers fulfill a legal employ-
ment contract that states the precise remuneration for
services rendered.

The relational obligation is composed of more
long-term reciprocal expectations and obligations
(McDonald & Makin, 2000). Relational factors are
representative of a long-term employment relationship
and focus on open-ended relationships involving con-
siderable investments by both sides (Rousseau, 1995).
For example, employees may believe that employers
are obliged to provide job security (Kraimer et al.,
2005) but understand that performance is their reci-
procation for such security (Rousseau & McLean
Parks, 1993).

For contingent workers, the employer’s obligations
tend to fall within the realm of the transactional,
whereas the salience of relational obligations by
employers is more likely to be perceived by more per-
manent employees (Rousseau & Wade-Benzoni,
1995). McLean Parks et al. (1998) suggested that the
dimensions of psychological contracts, more so than
content, are more generalizable across contingent
work arrangements than other types of jobs. In other

words, the temporally bounded or transactional aspect
of the psychological contract may be more predictable
across the work situation than it would be based on
workers’ perceived obligations owed to them by the
client organization. The relational aspects of the psy-
chological contract may be predicted in a similar man-
ner. McDonald and Makin (2000) published the first
empirical test of this relationship between employ-
ment status and the differential obligations. This study
is, in part, an extension of their work. Having presented
the above arguments, we thus advance Hypotheses 1a
and 1b:

Hypothesis 1a: Contingent, contract workers will indi-
cate higher levels of transactional obligations to their
employer than do full-time, permanent employees.

Hypothesis 1b: Full-time, permanent employees will
indicate higher levels of relational obligations to
their employer than do contingent, contract workers.

Organizational Commitment

Job attitudes (i.e., organizational commitment) are
important predictors of workplace outcomes such as
turnover, lateness, absenteeism, and performance
(Harrison, Newman, & Roth, 2006). In the aggregate,
strong positive relationships have been found between
organizational commitment and desirable work out-
comes, such as performance, adaptability, and job sat-
isfaction (Angle & Perry, 1981; Mowday et al., 1979).
Porter et al. (1974) reported that organizational com-
mitment was a better predictor of turnover than was
job satisfaction. Other studies have found negative
relationships between organizational commitment and
negative work outcomes, such as absenteeism and
turnover (Angle & Perry, 1981; Hom, Katerberg, &
Hulin, 1979).

Over time, the construct of organizational commit-
ment has been developed through a variety of defini-
tions and operationalizations. One frequently cited
definition is the strength of one’s identification with
and involvement in a specific organization (Porter
et al., 1974), which was proposed to contain three
psychological factors: (a) desire to remain in the orga-
nization, (b) willingness to exert considerable effort
on its behalf, and (c) belief in and acceptance of its
goals and values.

In measuring organizational commitment, there are
differing opinions about the number of dimensions
that compose it. Originally, Porter et al. (1974) devel-
oped the unidimensional Organizational Commitment
Questionnaire (OCQ). Later, scholars focused on
the multidimensionality of organizational commitment,
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such as Meyer and Allen’s (1984) three-component
model and Mayer and Schoorman’s (1992) two-
component model.

Allen and Meyer’s (1990a) three-component model
consisted of continuance, normative commitment, and
affective commitment. All three factors were presumed
to increase a member’s likelihood to remain with an
organization, but the reasons for doing so differ, thus
the distinction between the factors. For example, orga-
nization members with high affective commitment
remain because they want to, whereas those with high
levels of continuance commitment remain because
they must. Members with high normative commitment
simply feel that they should have to remain.

Despite considerable validation of Meyer and
Allen’s scale (Allen & Meyer, 1990a, 1990b; K. Lee,
Allen, Meyer, & Rhee, 2001; Meyer, Bobocel, &
Allen, 1991), there is only limited evidence tying these
factors to the behavioral outcomes predicted by the
theory (see also Meyer, Paunonen, Gellatly, Goffin, &
Jackson, 1989).

Mayer and Schoorman (1998) considered the value
of the March and Simon (1958) framework in the
development of their two-factor model. March and
Simon used two dimensions of commitment
antecedents and labeled them as decisions to partici-
pate (continuance commitment) and decisions to pro-
duce (value commitment). In doing so, they clarified
the relationships between antecedents to organiza-
tional commitment and the two dimensions. This
framework was then used to validate the two-dimen-
sional organizational commitment measure (Mayer &
Schoorman, 1992). Value commitment is a “belief in
and acceptance of organizational goals and values and
a willingness to exert a considerable effort on behalf of
the organization” (Mayer & Schoorman, 1992, p. 673).
Continuance commitment is exchange based and is the
cost that members associate with their departure from
the organization (Angle & Perry, 1981).

In this article, we have employed Mayer and
Schoorman’s (1992) measure of value and continuance
commitment. Angle and Perry (1981) and Caldwell,
Chatman, and O’Reilly (1990) previously found sup-
port for the two-dimensional model with factors that
aligned closely with the continuance and affect-based
factors. Furthermore, there is differentiation between
the two factors, as validated by Mayer and Schoorman.

Mayer and Schoorman (1998) posit that the two-
factor model is the only multidimensional commitment
measure that has differentially predicted important
outcomes (e.g., job satisfaction). Furthermore, managers
who desire to increase their workers’ organizational

commitment should focus on one dimension, because
their interventions will probably not affect both. For
example, Mayer and Schoorman suggested that a man-
ager might employ citizenship behaviors (e.g., helping
behaviors or modeling loyalty to the organization) to
increase workers’ value (affective) commitment to the
organization and to not simultaneously attempt to
increase the costs of leaving the organization (continu-
ance commitment).

It is likely that workers with different obligations to
their employers will have differing levels of commit-
ment depending on their employment status. For
example, contingent workers may not share the same
affective attachment to the organization as that of more
permanent workers. In fact, Gallagher and McLean
Parks (2001) suggest that there is, theoretically, no rea-
son that contingent workers should develop levels of
affective commitment to their host organizations.
When we consider the transactional nature of contracts
(legal and psychological) of contingent workers, they
may simply be committed to stay (continuance) with
the host organization only long enough to fulfill the
contract (McLean Parks et al., 1998). By focusing on
the fulfillment of obligations most relevant to a worker’s
employment status, managers can arguably elicit the
appropriate level of commitment.

There is prior research to support this notion.
Gallagher and McLean Parks (2001) presented the
relationships between psychological contract and
commitment in contingent work arrangements. Beard
and Edwards (1995) developed a model in which the
transactional obligations of the psychological contract,
among other processes, negatively affected commit-
ment and other attitudes of contingent workers. In a
test of Beard and Edwards’s (1995) propositions,
Sloboda (1999) discovered high correlations between
both transactional and relational contracts and affec-
tive organizational commitment.

In light of the preceding evidence, we advance the
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a: Positive perceptions of a relational
psychological contract will have a larger positive
relationship with organizational value commitment
than continuance commitment, regardless of employ-
ment status.

Hypothesis 2a1: Permanent, full-time employees will
reveal a stronger relationship between relational
psychological contract obligations and value com-
mitment than will contingent, contract workers.

Hypothesis 2b: Positive perceptions of a transactional
psychological contract will have a larger positive rela-
tionship with organizational continuance commitment
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than with value commitment, regardless of employ-
ment status.

Hypothesis 2b1: Contingent, contract workers will reveal
a stronger relationship between transactional psycho-
logical contract obligations and continuance commit-
ment than will permanent, full-time employees.

OBSE

Many organization-based variables, related to
organizational commitment, are more under the con-
trol of the firm employing contingent workers and not
their contract agency (Gallagher & McLean Parks,
2001). For example, managers and coworkers in
the client organization assign the work, supervise the
completion of the work product, and work alongside
of the contingent workers as if they were of the same
status. Furthermore, environmental antecedents of
organizational commitment include managerial com-
munication (Gallagher & McLean Parks, 2001). An
example of an environmental construct related to this
discussion is OBSE.

The global concept of self-esteem is not new to the
organization sciences. Stepping beyond the individual
worker, there have been attempts to apply self-esteem
specifically to consideration of its effects on the
organization.

OBSE is the “self-perceived value that individuals
have of themselves as organization members acting
within an organization context” (Pierce et al., 1989,
p. 625). It has been additionally defined as “the degree
to which organizational members believe that they can
satisfy their needs by participating in roles within the
context of an organization” (Pierce et al., 1993,
p. 275). In other words, OBSE is one’s esteem beliefs
in relation to an organization. Pierce and colleagues
(Pierce et al., 1989, 1993) argued that the aggregate of
individual responses within OBSE is what makes it an
organization-based phenomenon.

Pierce et al. (1989) based their OBSE construct def-
initions on the work of “self” scholars (e.g., Korman,
1976). Essentially, esteem is an attitude of approval
or disapproval of oneself, and people develop self-
evaluations based on these attitudes. In self-esteem
research, the self is complex and is affected by internal
and external contextual factors. The self-evaluation
perspective of self-esteem is what informed Pierce and
colleagues’ work.

There are three primary antecedents to OBSE: man-
agerial respect, organizational structure, and job com-
plexity (cf. J. Lee, 2003). Managers who are committed
to their workers’ need fulfillment can evoke OBSE
(McAllister & Bigley, 2002). High OBSE scores show

that workers believe their supervisors have a genuine
concern for their welfare. Furthermore, flexible orga-
nization structures with complex and challenging job
tasks generate higher OBSE scores than do mecha-
nistic organizations with more mundane tasks. The
modular organization is an example of the flexible
organization structure, and the employment of contin-
gent workers is thought to be more appropriate within
this dynamic context (Schilling & Steensma, 2001),
one purpose of which is the infusion of knowledge
(Szabó & Négyesi, 2005). 

There are also environmental antecedents to OBSE
(Pierce et al., 1989), some of which, offered previ-
ously, are focused more specifically on organizational
design. However, worker perceptions of managers’
respect for them can also influence OBSE. In other
words, self-esteem is a socially induced phenomenon
(Korman, 1976), and if a manager communicates to
workers that they are valued members of the organi-
zation, workers will feel more valued and thus their
OBSE should be enhanced.

Pierce et al. (1993) found that measures of both
satisfaction and performance were moderated by self-
esteem. Furthermore, OBSE will affect workers’
commitment (Tang & Gilbert, 1994). Other research
on OBSE has revealed its influence on organizational
uncertainty (Hui & Lee, 2000), global self-esteem,
need for achievement, organizational citizenship, and
motivating potential score (Tang & Gilbert, 1994). 

Therefore, in the context of a dynamic organization,
as found in high-tech firms, OBSE can be developed
by managers, specifically in workers’ perceptions of
the fulfillment of obligations in the work arrangement.
Furthermore, OBSE has been found to influence work-
ers’ ratings of organizational commitment. In light of
the antecedents and outcomes of OBSE, presented pre-
viously, we advance Hypotheses 3a and 3b:

Hypothesis 3a: OBSE will partially mediate the relation-
ship between perceptions of relational psychological
contract and organizational value commitment,
regardless of employment status.

Hypothesis 3b: OBSE will mediate the relationship
between perceptions of transactional psychological
contract and organizational continuance commitment,
regardless of employment status.

Study Design and Methodology

A cross-sectional design was employed to study the
hypothesized relationships presented earlier. A small
technology firm hosted the population from which the
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primary data for this project were collected. A benefit
of using a technology firm is the contractual nature of
the work. This firm, like many in its industry, employed
a number of contractors. Approximately 75% of the
members of this organization were full-time, permanent
employees. The remaining 25% were contractors. Most
were working 1-year contracts; others were brought
on-site to work as their skills were needed. Previously,
we offered evidence that contingent workers view
organizational obligations differently, which we also
suggest influences levels of commitment.

Participants

The employee base at this site totaled 151 people at
the time of the survey. All employees were asked to
complete a series of survey measures using the organi-
zation’s intranet. More than half (95 members)
responded to the request for participation. Eleven did
not complete the full survey and their partial contribu-
tions were removed from the data set, leaving a sample
size of 84 on which the following analyses were based.

Procedure

All employees were provided with the survey via the
company’s e-mail server. Respondents self-selected and
reviewed the informed consent, then completed the sur-
vey. At the end of the survey, respondents clicked a but-
ton labeled submit, which placed their responses into a
secure file on the company’s server, from which the first
author retrieved these data. All responses were confi-
dential and no identifying information was apparent in
the electronic cache. Employees were allowed 10 days
to complete the survey. The results were then down-
loaded to a local spreadsheet, and data were erased
from the server. As an alternative, employees could
secure and submit a paper version made available on
the company intranet. Eighteen responded in this man-
ner, with completed paper copies of the survey deliv-
ered in sealed envelopes or completed in this format,
scanned, and e-mailed to the first author.

Variables and Measures

After completing the informed consent section, but
before answering the survey, respondents were asked to
provide background information (e.g., age, sex, race,
etc.). The survey consisted of a series of scaled-response
questions (41), a dichotomous yes–no question, and a
field for open comment. 

Psychological contract. An adaptation of the
McDonald and Makin (2000) Psychological Contract

scale was employed to measure employees’ percep-
tions about whether the employer fulfilled its (per-
ceived) obligations to them. The responses were
scaled from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree
(5). McDonald and Makin found reliabilities for the
combined scale of α = .84.

The scale consists of two factors: relational and
transactional. Three of the 12 questions were based
on relational obligations, which are generally long-
term and reciprocal (e.g., “Does this organization rec-
ognize your contributions?”). The remaining 9
questions were based on transactional obligations,
which are typically short-term and economic (e.g.,
“Is your salary competitive?”).

As a further assessment of contact fulfillment, a
dichotomous, forced-choice, yes–no question was
asked of participants: “Has the organization ever
failed to fulfill what you believe to be its obligations
and promises to you?” McDonald and Makin (2000)
correlated the results of this question with their scale
to ensure that the full scale measured the phenome-
non they called psychological contract.

Organizational commitment. Mayer and Schoorman’s
(1992) refinement of the OCQ was used to mea-
sure organizational commitment. The 9-item Value
Commitment scale assesses the followers’ desire to
engage productively in the firm’s endeavors. The
Continuance Commitment scale (10 items) assesses
the potential for turnover. Responses were delivered on
a 7-point Likert-type scale from strongly disagree (1)
to strongly agree (7). Scale reliabilities in previous
work were α = .89 for value commitment and α = .81
for continuance (Mayer & Schoorman, 1998).

OBSE. We used the 10-item Pierce et al. (1989)
scale to measure OBSE. The responses were delivered
on a 5-point Likert-type scale from strongly disagree
(1) to strongly agree (5). High scores on this scale
indicate people who view themselves as effective,
important, and adding value within the context of their
organization. Pierce et al. found alpha reliabilities of
.86 to .96 across seven different studies. More recent
work revealed a reliability of α = .93 (J. Lee, 2003).

Results of the Study

Several data analyses were conducted and the find-
ings are provided here. A discussion of participant
demographics and the various scale reliabilities are
followed by a presentation of the results of factor
analysis and hypothesis testing.
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Demographics

Most of the 84 respondents provided basic demo-
graphic information (n = 72), such as employment
status, sex, age, and level of education. The results of
the demographic questions are provided in Table 1.

Forty-six of the respondents indicated that they
were permanent, full-time employees of the firm; 38
respondents were contractors working on 1-year
appointments. The age demographic was categorized
in ranges, with the average respondent approximately
35 years old. Nearly 70% of the respondents were
men, which was about half of the total number of men
at the site. Twenty-three women, or more than half of
the total population of women in the organization,
responded to the survey.

Nearly 65% of respondents indicated holding a 2-
year academic or technical degree and above.
Although one third indicated that they did not hold a
degree, company officers said that nearly everyone in
the firm had undergone periods of training related to
their positions, especially those in specialized techni-
cal areas (e.g., information science).

A correlation analysis of the demographics with
the variables explored in this study revealed that none
of the demographics shared significant relationships
with the outcomes. Therefore, no covariates were
considered in the following analysis.

Factor Analysis and Scale Reliabilities

Wilcox (1998) argued that researchers should collect
and give consideration to the data before determining

the best tool for estimation. Oftentimes the best analy-
sis tool depends on the situation presented by the data.
Limitations of this study include a relatively small
sample size and the likelihood that the organization
members who elected to respond to the survey were not
random. This potential for imbalance may have resulted
in changes in the dependent variables (Kerlinger & Lee,
2000).

A useful method for analyzing data under these
circumstances is partial least squares (PLS), which is
highly flexible; places less rigorous demands on mea-
surement scales, sample size, and residual distribu-
tions (Chin & Newsted, 1999); and does not require
the restrictive assumptions of data distributions,
observation independence, or variable metrics (Barclay,
Higgins, & Thompson, 1995). We used PLS-Graph
(Version 3.0; Professor Wynne W. Chin, University
of Houston; e-mail: wchin@uh.edu) to conduct the
analyses.

Descriptive statistics, scale reliabilities, and average
variance extracted from each variable are reported in
Table 2. Composite scale reliabilities were assessed
using the traditional .7 cut-off value. All scales exceeded
this criterion.

PLS can also be used to explore the convergent and
discriminant validity of measurement items employed
in a study (cf. Howell & Avolio, 1993). Each variable’s
average variance was extracted from its items. The
average variance shared by a variable with its items
should be greater than its correlation with other vari-
ables, thus indicating adequate convergent and dis-
criminant validity. As evidenced in Table 2, all
variables met this criterion. It is important to note,
however, that the average variance extracted from con-
tinuance commitment was not considerably greater
than its correlation with value commitment. One rea-
son for this stems from the previous discussion about
the multidimensionality of organizational commitment
and the argument that the construct is a one-factor,
affective phenomenon.

We also used PLS to generate factor loadings that
can be interpreted similar to principal-components
analysis (Bookstein, 1986). Those loadings with a value
of .7 or greater indicate that less than half of an item’s
variance is because of error. All items met or exceeded
the cut-off value. In each case, the loading was consid-
erably greater on its intended scale than on any other
scale. The individual item loadings on the latent vari-
ables were statistically significant, with the exception
of one item from the Continuance Commitment scale
(“I am grateful for the opportunity this organization has
provided me.”). This item was removed. This did not
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Table 1
Participant Demographics

Employment Status

Permanent Contingent

Total 46 38
Gender

Men 20 29
Women 17 6

Age
18-29 11 16
30-39 10 12
40-49 11 4
50-59 4 3
60+ 1 0

Education
High school 15 11
Some college 8 16
Bachelor’s degree 12 8
Master's or doctorate degree 2 0
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come as a surprise, because Mayer and Schoorman
(1992) dropped the same item for the same reason: The
factor loading was small and nonsignificant. No other
indicators were removed from the model because
their inclusion was not apparently detrimental to the
PLS analyses.

Participants were asked whether the organization
fulfilled its obligations to them, to which they answered
with a yes-or-no response. Significant differences
between the yes and no responses were found across
both types of obligations. Furthermore, these responses
were significantly correlated with both the relational 
(r = .43, p < .01; t = 4.21, p < .001) and transactional
(r = .45, p < .01; t = 4.14, p < .001) obligations. In
other words, the responses to the yes–no question were
indicative of the results of the psychological contract
measurement scales. As a result, we are confident that
our measurement tool reliably captured worker attitudes
about our dependent variable, the psychological contract.

Hypothesis Testing

Chin (1998) suggested that standardized paths in
PLS should have values of about 0.20, and ideally
above 0.30, to be considered meaningful. Lower path
values (<0.20) represent a 1% or lower explanation of
variance and may result from multicollinearity or
some unknown residual effect. Path values above
0.90 might be considered spurious. Although the sta-
tistical significance of path coefficients is important
in interpreting findings, the question we are most
interested in is whether the relationships are theoreti-
cally interesting.

Using the aforementioned criteria for evaluating
the paths in the PLS, we will turn to a discussion of
the model. A resampling technique known as boot-
strapping was employed with these data. Using t tests,
we found that all but one of the paths was statistically
significant and confirmed that these paths were rep-
resentative and useful in the analyses.

The research model, with findings, is depicted in
Figure 2. The paths are labeled as betas (β) and are ref-
erenced accordingly throughout the following section.
All hypothesized relationships were statistically signif-
icant, with the exception of the relationship between
transactional psychological contract perceptions and
OBSE (β = .12). This was problematic by PLS stan-
dards. The path between the items measuring relational
psychological contract perceptions and OBSE was sig-
nificant and substantive (β = .39). OBSE was related
similarly to both the continuance and value factors of
organizational commitment (β = .70 and β = .78,
respectively). Therefore, with the exception of the
nonsignificant relationship, all paths in this model were
substantive and significant.

Hypotheses 1a and 1b. These hypotheses sug-
gested that the participants who were contract work-
ers would indicate higher levels of transactional,
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics, Reliabilities, Correlations, and Average Variance Extracted

M SD α 1 2 3 4 5

Continuance commitment 4.50 1.07 0.88 (0.79)
Value commitment 5.76 1.24 0.96 0.74 (0.85)
Organization-based self-esteem 4.12 0.77 0.93 0.68 0.74 (0.75)
Psychological contract, relational 3.39 1.11 0.90 0.52 0.51 0.48 (0.85)
Psychological contract, transactional 3.47 0.96 0.94 0.54 0.53 0.41 0.76 (0.79)

Note: N = 84. All correlations are significant at p = .01. Values in parentheses are square root of average variance extracted.

Psychological
Contract

(Transactional)

Psychological
Contract (Value)

R2 = .61

Organizational
Commitment

(Continuance)
R2 = .49

OBSE
R2 = .24

Psychological
Contract

(Relational)

.51** (.30*) 

.55** (.17*)

.12

.39*

.12

.39*

.70**

.78**

Figure 2
Research Model Results: Path Coefficients 

of Direct and Indirect Relationships Between
Psychological Contract, Organization-Based 

Self-Esteem (OBSE), and 
Organizational Commitment

Note: Numbers in parentheses are indirect effects.
*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01.
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psychological contract obligations to their employer
than would the permanent employees. Conversely,
Hypothesis 1b suggested that permanent employees
would indicate higher levels of relational obligations
than their colleagues with temporary employment
status. Although the means for each group repre-
sented these assertions (Table 3), the differences were
nonsignificant, thus indicating that these discoveries
were no greater than by chance. Therefore the first
two hypotheses were not supported by these data.

Hypotheses 2a and 2b. We asserted that there would
be a larger, positive relationship between perceptions of
relational obligations and value commitment than with
continuance commitment, regardless of employment
status. This hypothesis was supported as a result of a
bootstrap analysis using PLS. The path relationship
between relational perceptions and the affect-based
value commitment (β = .37, SE = .14, p ≤ .05) was
greater than the path between relational perceptions and
continuance commitment, or the desire to remain with
the organization (β = .34, SE = .12, p ≤ .05).

Conversely, we hypothesized that there would be a
larger, positive relationship between continuance
commitment and perceptions of transactional oblig-
ations, regardless of employment status. This phe-
nomenon was hypothesized to occur regardless of
employment status. This hypothesis was also sup-
ported. The relationship between transactional per-
ceptions and the continuance commitment (β = .30,
SE = .13, p ≤ .05) was greater than the path between
perceptions of transactional obligations and value
commitment (β = .25, SE = .14, ns).

Hypotheses 2a1 and 2b1. In addition to the relation-
ships hypothesized in 2a and 2b, we also asserted that
permanent employees’ perceptions of relational oblig-
ations by their employer would reveal a stronger posi-
tive relationship with value commitment. Additionally,
we asserted that contingent workers’ perceptions
of transactional obligations by their employer would

reveal a stronger positive relationship with continuance
commitment.

Relational perceptions by full-time employees were
more strongly related to the affect-based value
commitment (β = .37, SE = .14, p ≤ .05) than were the
contingent workers (β = .29, SE = .22, ns). Therefore,
Hypothesis 2a1 was met. Conversely, transactional
obligations of the contingent workers (β = .30, SE =
.33, ns) and the permanent employees (β = .30, SE =
.14, p ≤ .05) were nearly identically related to contin-
uance commitment. Additionally, the relationship
between these two variables for contingent workers
was nonsignificant, whereas the relationship for per-
manent employees was significant. Therefore,
Hypothesis 2b1 was not supported by these data.

Hypotheses 3a and 3b. Two mediator effects were
explored in this study. We hypothesized that OBSE
would mediate the relationships between perceptions
of relational psychological contract fulfillment and
value commitment (Hypothesis 3a) and between per-
ceptions of transactional psychological contract fulfill-
ment and continuance commitment (Hypothesis 3b).

Complete mediation occurs when an independent
variable no longer affects a dependent variable after
the mediator has been added to the model. Here, we
hypothesized the more common situation of partial
mediation, which occurs when the direct influence of
the independent variable on the dependent variable is
reduced but still significantly different from zero
when the mediator is introduced to the relationship.

For the mediator effect to be established, four crite-
ria must be fulfilled (Baron & Kenny, 1986). First, the
independent and dependent variables must be corre-
lated; second, the independent variable must correlate
with the mediating variable; third, the mediating vari-
able must affect the dependent variable; and last, the
effect of the independent variable on the dependent
variable should be significantly less, in the case of
partial mediation, than the direct effect between the
two variables.
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Table 3
Hypothesis 1a and 1b Testing

Permanenta Contingentb

M SD M SD t p

Psychological contract, relational 3.52 0.88 3.42 1.06 0.31 .76
Psychological contract, transactional 3.36 1.13 3.43 1.10 0.47 .64

a. N = 46.
b. N = 38.
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In both hypothesized relationships, the respective
independent–dependent variable relationships were
established. However, only Hypothesis 3a was supported.
The effect of perceptions of relational obligations on
value commitment was reduced considerably when
OBSE was introduced to the model. Hypothesis 3b
was not supported because there was no significant
relationship between perceptions of transactional
obligations and OBSE. Therefore, there was not poten-
tial for the hypothesized intervening effect.

Qualitative Findings

Participants were also afforded the opportunity to
respond to an open-ended question to elaborate on why
they believed that the organization did, or did not, ful-
fill its obligations to them. These data were collected
for the firm’s management and not coded or analyzed
in this study. Twenty-six respondents provided com-
ment. Primarily the comments were affirmative.
However, there was a common concern expressed in
many of the 26 comments. The primary concern can be
summarized in the words of one of the respondents:
“As this company grows, it’s less like the family that it
was a couple of years ago when we were smaller.”

Discussion 

In this article, we explored the relationships between
three important constructs—psychological contract,
OBSE, and organizational commitment—as related to
contingent workers within the context of a high-tech
organization. The findings from this study were mixed,
in that many of the hypotheses were supported by the
data, but others were not. In this section, we will discuss
the various outcomes, followed by implications for
management and study limitations.

We first hypothesized that there would be differen-
tial ratings of the two obligations of the psychologi-
cal contract, as stratified by employment status;
however, the data did not support these hypotheses.
Permanent employees, who were hypothesized to
demonstrate greater perceptions of relational contract
obligations by the employer, did not indicate a signif-
icantly different perception between the two types of
obligations. Similarly, contingent workers, who were
hypothesized to rate transactional obligations higher
than relational, also indicated no difference between
the two psychological contract obligations.

One reason for this may be that most of the contin-
gent workers had been assigned to this firm for as long
as the majority of the permanent employees had been

employed. Therefore, the permanent workers may not
have had the time necessary to develop differential
perceptions of long-term, relational obligations of the
employer. In this way, the contingent and permanent
workers may not have seen their employment situa-
tions as being different. Additionally, the physical
environment of the firm was such that little distinction
was made between the permanent and contingent
workers. All workers appeared to have been treated
the same within the same job categories. Although
security badges and name tags were color-coded to
indicate security clearance, there was no distinction
with regard to employment status.

Although our findings did not lend support to our
hypotheses about differential relationships between
psychological contract obligations and employment
status, they did confirm Sloboda’s (1999) assertion
that contingent workers were unlikely to distinguish
between the relational and transactional obligations
of the psychological contract.

We also hypothesized that regardless of employ-
ment status, workers perceptions of the relational
contract obligations would be more highly related to
value commitment than to continuance commitment.
We found evidence to support the relational obligations–
value commitment hypothesis in absolute terms.
Although we did find support for this relationship, the
strength of the relationship may be lessened in that
relational obligations shared a statistically significant
relationship with both commitment factors.

Again, the fact that many of the contingent work-
ers had been assigned to this firm for as long as, or
longer than, many of the permanent employees, there
may not have been adequate time for the workers to
develop differential levels of continuance commitment
or expectations of employer obligations. However,
although both relationships were found to be signifi-
cant, we discovered that permanent workers rated
their value commitment somewhat higher than did the
contingent workers.

We suggested that transactional obligations would
be more highly related to continuance than value com-
mitment. This was also found to be true in absolute
terms but only marginally. We offer the same ratio-
nale for this phenomenon as for the relational obliga-
tions and value commitment relationship: Permanent
employees were employed no longer in this fledgling
firm than contingent workers. Therefore, the differ-
ences in perceptions as related to commitment were
not manifest in this sample.

Differential relationships, by employment status,
were hypothesized between the contract obligations
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and the dimensions of organizational commitment.
We found evidence that the relationship between rela-
tional psychological contract obligations and value
commitment was greater for permanent than for con-
tingent workers. This suggests that across all workers,
the relational obligations, in relation to value com-
mitment, were rated higher by permanent than by
contingent workers.

This notion did not hold for the hypothesis that for
contingent workers, transactional obligations would
be more related to continuance than to value commit-
ment. In fact, the opposite appeared to be true, which
indicated that permanent employees saw connections
between the obligations and dimensions of commit-
ment more clearly than the contingent workers. A rea-
son for this, stemming from the length-of-service
discussion offered earlier, is that contingent workers
are not actually employed by the host firm. When the
job is finished, they leave for the next organization
that has contracted their services. It is possible that
contingent workers viewed the psychological con-
tract obligations and commitment dimensions differ-
ently because of this. The permanent employees did
not have a multiagency relationship (Gallagher &
McLean Parks, 2001) as did the contingent workers,
which might affect perceptions of obligations as well
as levels of commitment to the host organization.

Finally, we suggested that OBSE would mediate
the relationships between the psychological contract
obligations and the commitment dimensions. Although
we found clear evidence that OBSE partially mediated
the relationship between relational obligations and
value commitment, we did not find a mediating effect
for transactional obligations and continuance commit-
ment. In fact, the only relationship in this model that
was neither substantive nor significant was that between
transactional contract obligations and continuance
commitment. It appeared that the workers, regardless
of employment status, developed perceptions of rela-
tional obligations as well as a level of value commit-
ment to the organization, whereas the more economic,
short-term obligations did not seem to have become
manifest. This is not totally surprising when we consider
the environmental antecedents of OBSE, most of which
are affected by management. Contingent workers’ value
commitment, which is affect-based, is influenced
by environmental phenomena (Gallagher & McLean
Parks, 2001).

Last, Feldman (2006) suggested that individual
difference variables have a moderating influence on
the relationship between contingent employment and
work-related outcomes. However, we did not find

evidence of this phenomenon in our sample. Gender,
age, and education were not correlated with any of
the variables measured in this study. One reason for
this may have been the small sample size.

Implications for Management

Managers who desire to maintain a competitive
advantage in their respective industries realize that
knowledge rapidly becomes obsolete. One way to mit-
igate this obsolescence is to employ contingent workers
(Szabó & Négyesi, 2005). However, as evidenced in the
literature review, as well as in this study, the decision to
employ a contingent workforce affects important attitu-
dinal aspects useful in managing workers.

These findings are important for working man-
agers. Although performance outcomes were not con-
sidered in this study, there have been linkages
established in prior research between all three vari-
ables and performance. For example, Kraimer et al.
(2005) discovered relationships between psychologi-
cal contract perceptions and performance; positive
relationships between organizational commitment,
specifically, affective commitment, and performance
were found by Meyer et al. (1989); and OBSE has
been shown to moderate performance outcomes
(Pierce et al., 1993).

The findings of this study, as discussed above, indi-
cate that employment status has less of an influence on
perceptions of contract obligations and ratings of orga-
nizational commitment than how workers in this type
of firm (i.e., high-tech) are managed. The lack of per-
manence in modular organizations (Schilling &
Steensma, 2001) and in the knowledge industry (Szabó
& Négyesi, 2005) suggests that the antecedents of
environment, or organization-based variables, and
organizational commitment should be important to
managers. They should focus on doing what is neces-
sary to improve the work environment for all employ-
ees, regardless of employment status, to develop
affect-based commitment, which has positive attitudi-
nal (job satisfaction) and behavioral (performance)
consequences (Mayer & Schoorman, 1998).

Some researchers have argued that nonstandard
work arrangements have a negative impact on those
workers with standard arrangements, especially on
work relationships and intentions to leave (see
Broschak & Davis-Blake, 2006). Although we did not
explore this phenomenon, we found that this firm did
not suffer negative or dysfunctional psychological con-
tracts as a result of employing contingent workers
alongside permanent employees. An interesting future
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research direction would be to explore potential negative
effects of contingent workers on permanent employees’
levels of organizational commitment. Again, for man-
agers, this study suggests a stronger focus on the devel-
opment of relational aspects of the work environment,
which is suggested to lead to OBSE and thus value
commitment.

Limitations and Conclusion

Throughout this work, we sought to extend the
existing research base on all three constructs as they
relate to permanent and contingent workers as well as
within the context of the high-tech industry. Our work
has made contributions to the study of these con-
structs, although there were several limitations of this
current research endeavor.

The first limitation was the potential lack of exter-
nal validity. The host site for this study was a small
technology firm. The employee makeup of this orga-
nization may not be representative of other technol-
ogy firms or of firms in other industries. Although our
data supported most of the hypotheses advanced in
this study, there is no evidence that the results are
generalizable across organizations or industries.

Second, there are methodological concerns, specifi-
cally with the selection process and sample size.
Relying on self-selection for this survey of commit-
ment and perceptions of obligations may possibly have
elicited responses from those people most committed
to the organization. Perhaps less committed workers
may have elected not to participate in this exercise.
Sample size was also a concern, although enough
people responded to allow for comparison groups of
adequate size.

Third, we did not consider a distal outcome, such as
job performance or satisfaction. For example, an
important distal outcome related to all of the con-
structs offered in this article is turnover, which is a
concern of managers of dynamic organizational con-
text, such as high-tech firms. We might have used
length of service as a proxy for turnover; however, the
sample was not conducive to doing so. We had length-
of-service data available to us, but the firm was so
young (3 years) that most of the workers had worked
there no longer than 1 year, and most were hired
within months of each other. Given the small sample
size, cutting the data by length of service would not
likely have yielded meaningful results. Although this
was a limitation of this study, it is something to con-
sider in future research. Broschak and Davis-Blake
(2006) found a nonsignificant correlation between

turnover intentions and time in service, but an impor-
tant next step might be to study this distal outcome in
relation to psychological contracts and commitment in
firms that have been in existence longer than the one
studied here.

Future research of these important organizational
constructs should span a variety of organizations and
industries to ascertain common effects and thus
establish external validity. Additionally, experimental
designs should be employed, and interventions
administered, to observe and capture important
effects in these variable relationships. Through the
use of experimental research designs, the effects of
psychological contract perceptions on performance
behaviors may be mediated by the proximal out-
comes of OBSE and organizational commitment.
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